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Abstract 
 
In this thesis I aim to get a grip on ‘how’ a narrative is being told to a 
beholder of a Renaissance painting. I describe the condition in which a painting 
presents a story to a beholder. The condition is the representation of pictorial 
space. The representation of pictorial space has been characterized as 
naturalistic. Renaissance naturalism has to be interpreted through a theological 
lens, which helps us to understand the rhetoric behind Renaissance naturalism. 
A theological framework can explain the evaluation of the perceptions of natural 
sense experience and explains the function of composition, that is, to transform 
the beholder’s consciousness into a religious consciousness. Specific rules of 
composition contribute to ‘how’ a narrative is being told to a beholder of 
Renaissance art. By inquiring these rules we get a better understanding of how 
the Renaissance artist represents space; how the Renaissance beholder relates 
to the depiction of space; and how the modern viewer relates differently to the 
Renaissance painting. 
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Introduction: How	to	relate	to	a	Renaissance	artwork 
 
It is hard to relate to a renaissance artwork as a modern viewer, because 
our ways of thinking are different from the ways of thinking in the renaissance. I 
believe this to be a serious problem for the presentation of Renaissance art in 
museums and schools. A visitor of a museum or church would have trouble 
understanding a painting like Antoniazzo da Romano’s Annunciation (fig. 1). The 
modern viewer would think that the painting is full of mistakes. The dwarf-sized 
figures in the middle are disproportionate to the winged figure on the left and the 
woman on the right. From an opening in the upper left corner an old man 
appears, supported by clouds, and releases a white dove, also on clouds. The 
clouds are not situated in a blue sky, but are painted on a breath-taking golden 
background. How should the modern viewer relate to a painting that appears to 
be odd, but is still painted by someone whom Vasari regarded as “among the 
best painters then in Rome?”1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. Antoniazzo da Romano – Annunciation (1500) in Santa Maria sopra Minerva. 																																																								
1 Vasari’s Life of Filippo Lippi, Called Filippino, Painter of Florence 
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/v/vasari/giorgio/lives/part2.47.html 
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To get a grip on Renaissance art we can use iconography, which is the 
study or interpretation of an image (εικων / icon) through its symbols. 
Iconography is particularly useful if we want to get a grip on the narrative of an 
image. Iconography tells us how symbols give meaning to a Renaissance 
painting, and it tells us how we, consequently, should understand the narrative of 
the artwork. In the Annunciation by Da Romano, we see Gabriel holding a lily, 
which symbolizes Mary’s virginity. The white dove that flies towards Mary 
symbolizes the Holy Spirit. Both symbols refer to the virgin birth of Jesus.  
Iconography tells us what symbols mean, but it does not tell us in what condition 
these symbols give meaning to the painting. Iconography reduces the image to 
its textual subject matter, and overlooks the compositional condition of the image. 
Iconography only tells us ‘what’ symbols mean, but not ‘how’ symbols give 
meaning.  
 
Panofsky begins his Studies in Iconology with: “Iconography is that branch 
of the history of art which concerns itself with the subject matter or meaning of 
works of art, as opposed to their form.” (Panofsky, 1972, 3) Panofsky reduces the 
image to its textual subject matter. He goes as far as reducing the form to textual 
subject matter, thereby dissolving the opposition between subject matter and 
form. According to Panofsky forms are “certain configurations of line and colour, 
or certain peculiarly shaped lumps of bronze or stone, as representations of 
natural objects such as human beings, animals, plants, houses, tools and so 
forth.” (Panofsky, 1972, 5) However, these forms are, according to Panofsky, 
also “carriers of primary or natural meanings.” (Panofsky, 1972, 5) Forms contain 
artistic motifs. These motifs are textual and can be explained by a specific 
context. Panofsky confuses the essence of forms with the essence of subject 
matter.  
 
 In this thesis I will not write about forms as ‘carriers of primary or natural 
meanings’, but about forms as occupants of (positive) space and surrounded by 
(negative) space. I want to make people aware that the meaning of an image 
does not solely reside in its subject matter: the narrative. I want to make people 
conscious of the role of space (‘Bildraum’) in giving meaning to an image. What 
is the space of an image? Space is “an element of art by which positive and 
negative areas are defined or a sense of depth achieved in a work of art.” 
(‘Oberlin College: Elements of Art’)2 Space is perhaps so elementary to art that 
art historians have a tendency to overlook it. Yet, space is the essence, or the 
ontological being, of an image. In Laocoön (1766), Gotthold Ephraim Lessing 
defines the essence of the visual arts and poetry. He argues that the bodies 
which present themselves in space become the essence of the image; while the 
activity narrated through time becomes the essence of poetry (Lessing, 142). I 
think that narrative and space are both elements of Renaissance art. They both 
contribute to the meaning of the artwork: the narrative tells ‘what’ the meaning is, 
and the space explains ‘how’ the narrative is being told. Like Lessing, I think that 																																																								
2 http://www2.oberlin.edu/amam/asia/sculpture/documents/vocabulary.pdf accessed November 6, 
17 
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we should not confuse these two elements, if we want to understand the essence 
of Renaissance art. To avoid the confusion, I want to focus on the element of 
space only. In this thesis I aim to describe its character, the way it contributes to 
the telling of stories, and its effect on the beholder of Renaissance art.   
 
 Iconography owes its strength to the recurrence of symbols in images 
throughout history. As the symbols of lily, book and the white dove recur in 
Annunciation paintings, they are accounted for as a source of meaning (Hall, 19). 
The weakness of iconography is that it does not explain how we understand an 
Annunciation painting differently than people from the Renaissance. For 
instance, the Annunciation painting by John William Waterhouse (see fig. 2), 
from 1914, uses the same symbols, i.e., the lily. Even though the Waterhouse 
and the Da Romano painting tell the same story, they present the Annunciation 
differently. How do they communicate the textual meaning differently?   
 
 
 
 
In this thesis, I want to get a grip on ‘how’ a narrative is being told to a 
beholder of a painting. I aim to describe the condition in which a painting 
presents a story to a beholder. This condition is the representation of pictorial 
space. I aim to explain how the representation of space sets up a world in which 
symbols can communicate their meaning. Space has a specific ‘naturalistic’ 
character in the Renaissance, which I aim to describe in chapter one. In chapter 
two I will describe the representation of naturalistic space and its effect on the 
story and the beholder of the painting. At last, I will conclude on the difference in 
2. John William Waterhouse – Annunciation (1914), Sotheby’s Collection 
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the representation of space in Da Romano’s and Waterhouse’s Annunciation. My 
conclusion will show how two paintings – similar in narrative, symbols, figures in 
three-dimensional space – communicate their meaning differently.  
 
How does someone from the Renaissance understand art? How is that 
understanding different from ours? I believe that Michel Foucault can give us an 
answer. In Les mots et les choses (1966), Foucault explains the Renaissance 
way of thinking, in comparison to the ways of thinking in the Enlightenment and 
the Modern period. In this thesis I rely on Foucault’s claim that the foundation of 
knowledge in the Renaissance period is resemblance. Resemblance organized 
the play of symbols and controlled the art of representing them (Foucault, 17). 
Foucault’s concept is based on an ontology of difference. A resemblance is not a 
similitude in terms of identity (A=A), but rather in terms of difference (A=B). In the 
Annunciation painting, for instance, there is a resemblance of the white dove and 
the Holy Spirit. The resemblance of these two different things explains to us how 
someone from the Renaissance would understand the Annunciation narrative. 
This understanding is different from ours, as the modern viewer would 
understand the white dove as a white dove (A = A) 
 
The white dove indicates an element of the story: the Holy Spirit descends 
upon Mary and conceives the Son. The resemblances of symbols help us to get 
a more elaborate understanding of Renaissance art, but solely in iconographical 
terms. Iconography can only explain ‘what’ something resembles, but it cannot 
explain ‘how’ something resembles. To understand ‘how’ a painting resembles 
and communicates meaning to the viewer, we ought to look at the representation 
of space in Renaissance art. I assume that the modern viewer also looks 
differently at the representation of space in Renaissance art than the 
Renaissance viewer would have. In this thesis I want to describe those elements 
in the representation of space that connect the viewer with the image, such as 
gestures and gaze of figures and perspective, and develop an explanation why 
the modern viewer responds differently to these elements in space than the 
Renaissance viewer.  
 
Martin Heidegger has developed a method to understand ‘how’ a painting 
gives meaning. In Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes (1935-36), Heidegger does not 
interpret the artwork as an object, but as a phenomenon. He is interested in the 
working or ‘work-being’ of the artwork (Heidegger, 29). He explains ‘how’ an 
artwork reveals and conceals meaning. I want to adopt Heidegger’s 
phenomenological method, which entails that my inquiry focuses on the 
phenomenon of representation rather than on space. The phenomenologist 
brackets or suspends his judgment on the object or ‘noumenon’ of the act. If we 
look at the pictorial space of an artwork, we see specific forms that carry a 
specific meaning. I am not interested in ‘what’ kind of meaning these forms carry. 
I suspend my judgment on their meaning, and spend all my attention to the 
phenomenon of representation. I am concerned with the question ‘how’ the artist 
represents space. In chapter two I will focus on the method of composition and 
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perspective and their respective functions. I assume that the Renaissance viewer 
would relate to the work-being of perspective and composition, while the modern 
viewer understands perspective and composition as objectified being. For 
instance, the modern viewer would see perspective in the painting as ‘what’ the 
world looks like naturalistically. 
 
 My primary concern is the phenomenon of representing space. However, I 
believe it is inevitable that I write about ‘what’ is represented in pictorial space. 
Foucault alludes in his chapter on the Renaissance that the imitation of space is 
like mirroring nature. He says, “Painting imitated space. And representation – 
whether in the service of pleasure or of knowledge – was posited as a form of 
repetition: the theatre of life or the mirror of nature. (Foucault, 17) Foucault does 
not elaborate on the imitation of space and its relation to the mirror of nature. I 
hope to bridge this gap by explaining what is already written on naturalism in 
Renaissance art and how we should interpret the naturalism of Renaissance art. 
I will not focus on ‘what’ is naturalistic in the Renaissance painting, but on ‘how’ 
the Renaissance artist represented something naturalistic and ‘how’ the 
Renaissance viewer interpreted something naturalistic.  
 
In this thesis I claim that the natural elements of the Renaissance painting 
have a religious meaning. As a viewer of Renaissance art, we have to adopt a 
theological vision. A theological vision coincides with the religious function of 
composition and perspective. The way in which the Renaissance artist 
represented space through composition and perspective contributed to a 
religious understanding of the Renaissance painting. In composing a picture, one 
sets up a world in which a narrative can be told and symbols give their meaning. 
The composition and the perspectival construction take the beholder’s eye 
towards a symbolic element in which a divine and material realm coalesce. I aim 
to inquire ‘how’ the Renaissance artist brings transcendental and realistic worlds 
together in the painting. I will use an art historiographical method in chapter one 
by analyzing theories on Renaissance through the ages, and an art historical 
method in chapter two by analyzing composition and perspective in Renaissance 
art. As such, I want to demonstrate an epistemological argument on how 
Renaissance paintings communicate meaning and how people in the 
Renaissance understand it.  
 
There are a couple of things I want to take from this thesis. The modern 
philosophy of Foucault introduces to us different ways of thinking, making us 
familiar with the way in which Renaissance people understood their world. The 
phenomenological method of Heidegger, as he uses it in Der Ursprung des 
Kunstwerkes (1935-36), contributes to a more elaborate understanding of the 
phenomenon of representation in a philosophical way. Heidegger wants us to ask 
the ‘how’ question instead of the ‘what’ question. I believe that art historical 
research can profit from inquiring ‘how’ artworks convey meaning and ‘how’ 
viewers receive meaning, rather than limiting art historical research to inquiring 
‘what’ kind of meaning an artworks communicates (by looking at the represented 
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/ the subject matter, and the socio-economic-political condition in which it was 
created). I want to make people aware of the different ways people in history 
related to art. By comparing two annunciation paintings from different periods, it 
must become clear that the symbols and the story are the same, but the 
depiction of space is significantly different. I want to make people aware of these 
differences when they look at art.  
 
My research into the representation of space in the Renaissance image 
starts with an exposition of Renaissance naturalism, in which I hope to get an 
understanding of how naturalism can go together with a theological vision of the 
world. I begin my first chapter with a discussion on the label of naturalism that is 
glued on the Renaissance period. Art historians like Ernst Gombrich 3  and 
Michael Levey4 tell us that naturalism is a defining element in Renaissance art. 
They say that naturalism distinguishes Renaissance art from medieval art. The 
naturalistic imitation of bodies and nature, and the introduction of perspective, 
increased the illusion of reality. I doubt whether this kind of understanding of 
naturalism helps us to understand the essence of Renaissance art.  
 
In the first chapter I aim to give a positive concept of the representation of 
nature, and aim to avoid any anachronistic definition of naturalism. I will look at 
the Humanist thought of Bartolomeo Fazio (c. 1410-1457), Leon Battista Alberti 
(1404-1472), and Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) in search of a positive concept 
of nature from the Renaissance period. In addition, I will elaborate on the 
Renaissance episteme of Foucault. By means of his text, I will be able to say 
‘how’ the Renaissance man interpreted his natural environment. I believe that we 
can rather benefit from an analysis of how ‘nature’ is to be interpreted, than from 
an analysis of ‘what’ nature is. I will conclude that we need theology to interpret 
the naturalism of Renaissance art.  
 
In chapter two I will use the ideas of a theological naturalism, as described 
in chapter one, to evaluate the representation of space in Renaissance art. I will 
inquire the rules of composition and perspective, and critique conceptions of 
composition and perspective by Erwin Panofsky5, John White6 and Samuel Y. 
Edgerton7. I will critique the idea that Renaissance artists used perspective to 
create a coherent projection of mathematical space, and that figures and objects 
were placed in space in line with the perspectival construction. I aim to present 
an alternative view to most writings on Renaissance perspective, in which it is 
argued that linear perspective contributed to a modern anthropocentrism and to a 
reduction of the sacred character of Renaissance art. By beginning to understand 																																																								
3 See Gombrich, E.H. The Story of Art. Phaidon Press, 1978 (first published 1950).  
4 See Levey, M. Early Renaissance: Style and Civilization. Ed. Fleming, J. & Honour, H. Pelican 
Books, 1970.  
5 See Panofsky, E. Perspective as Symbolic Form. Transl. Wood, C.S. Zone Books, 1997 (first 
published in 1927). 
6 See White, J. The Birth and Rebirth of Pictorial Space. Faber and Faber, 1958. 
7 See Edgerton, S.Y. The Renaissance Discovery of Linear Perspective. Basic Books, Inc. 1975. 
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the correct role of perspective in the composition of Renaissance art, we also 
start to understand the rhetorical and religious function of composition.  
 
I will conclude that the rules of composition and perspective for 
Renaissance painting transform the consciousness of the beholder and thus help 
to communicate the narrative of the artwork. By comparing the Annunciations of 
Da Romano (fig. 1) and Waterhouse (fig. 2) we get an idea of the influence of 
pictorial space on the interpretation of meaning of an artwork. In the composition 
of the Renaissance painting there is always a threshold between natural and 
spiritual world. In contrast, the representation of space in nineteenth century 
painting is purely naturalistic. Even though the narrative of a nineteenth century 
might be religious, like Waterhouse’s Annunciation, it does not necessarily have 
to be viewed from a religious perspective, as is the case in Da Romano’s 
Annunciation.  
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1. Renaissance Naturalism 
 
1.1 Traditional views on the Renaissance and its art 
 
In books like The Story of Art (1950) by Gombrich and the Early 
Renaissance (1967) by Levey, we are presented a story of the Italian 
Renaissance as the rebirth of a great and lost culture; as a resurrection of the 
ancient culture of Rome and Greece.8 The Renaissance closes the period in 
between, the Middle Ages. They consequently contrast Renaissance art to 
medieval art, claiming that Renaissance art is naturalistic, while medieval art is 
not. They proudly present the naturalism that is introduced in the early fifteenth 
century in Italy and the Netherlands. Gombrich speaks of the “conquest of 
reality”, and uses examples like Donatello’s St. George, Masaccio’s Trinity, Claus 
Sluter’s Well of Moses, and the Ghent Altarpiece by the Van Eyck brothers. In 
contrast to the gracious artworks from the Middle Ages, with easy-flowing curves 
and delicate details such as flowers and precious stones, the Renaissance 
artwork must have appeared less pleasing, but all the more sincere and moving, 
says Gombrich (Gombrich, 1978, 173). Gombrich and Levey tell us that forms 
and space in Renaissance art are naturalistic.  
 
In The Judgment of Sense: Renaissance Naturalism and the Rise of 
Aesthetics (1987), David Summers explains the naturalism of Renaissance art in 
great detail. He explains that naturalism refers to the elements of a painting 
“which are presumed to coincide with the elements of optical experience.” 
(Summers, 3) “The first element of the optical is virtual light, which is visible in 
painting as light-dark contrast. The language of optics, which treats the physical 
relation between sight and its objects is also set in terms of light.” (Summers, 5-
6) The relation between eye and object is consequently understood as 
perspective: the point of view. Summers claims that the invention of perspective 
in Renaissance art completes the system of naturalism. In this chapter I want to 
discuss the label of naturalism that is glued on the Renaissance period.9 
 																																																								
8 This account of the Renaissance derives from Vasari’s view of a revival of learning in his Lives 
(1560): “For having seen in what way [painting], from a small beginning, climbed to the greatest 
height, and how from a state so noble she fell into utter ruin, and that, in consequence, the nature 
of this art is similar to that of the others, which, like human bodies, have their birth, their growth, 
their growing old, and their death; [artists] will now be able to recognize more easily the process 
of her second birth and of that very perfection whereto she has risen again in our times.” (From 
Vasari’s first book, quoted by Campbell, p. 49, in Renaissance Theory) In Campbell’s chapter we 
get a better understanding of the influence of Vasari’s history writing on subsequent writings on 
Renaissance art. Campbell also shows that people before Vasari thought differently about art and 
how we should take account of these different notions of the Renaissance.  
9  Many modern scholars have linked Renaissance naturalism to scientific ambitions in the 
Renaissance period. See for instance the work of Martin Kemp: Leonardo da Vinci: The 
Marvelous Works of Nature and Man (1981) and The Science of Art: Optical Themes in Western 
Art from Brunelleschi to Seurat. 
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The above-mentioned authors use specific examples to support their 
story. Gombrich and Levey use examples to distinguish Renaissance art from 
Medieval art. For instance, “Donatello wanted to replace the gentle refinement of 
his predecessors by a new and vigorous observation of nature.” (Gombrich, 
1978, 173) Gombrich explains that Donatello began to study the human body 
independently, like the Greeks and Romans had done, instead of following the 
old formulae of the medieval artists. He asked models or fellow-artists to pose for 
him in his workshop and represented their bodies as he observed them. When 
we look at Donatello’s St. George (see fig. 3), the hands and brows of Saint 
George are undeniably a good imitation of natural reality. Levey adds that 
Donatello “had put nature into marble, giving inanimate blocks life, sense, and 
movement.” (Levey, 28) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Donatello – St. George (1415-1417) in Bargello, Florence 
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Both writers also look at the famous Trinity by Masaccio (see fig. 4) In the 
Trinity, Masaccio applied the rules of perspective, which his friend Brunelleschi 
invented.  Perspective increased the illusion of reality. The development of the 
method of perspective by Brunelleschi helped artists to represent nature with 
almost scientific accuracy. Gombrich argues that Masaccio used a framework of 
perspectival lines and the rules of foreshortening to position the Father, the Son 
and Holy Spirit in the picture. Visitors of the Santa Maria Novella, in Florence, 
where the Trinity (see fig. 4) is to be seen, were urged to imagine that the wall-
painting was an actual burial chapel in the church. The perspective used in the 
painting would give the impression of an actual hole in the wall. Gombrich 
explains that the northern painters, like Van Eyck, used a different method to 
achieve realism. Jan van Eyck “achieved the illusion of nature by patiently adding 
detail upon detail till his whole picture became like a mirror of the visible world.” 
(Gombrich, 1978, 178) throughout this thesis I will return to the imitation of nature 
and the mirror of the visible world in Renaissance art.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 4. Masaccio – Trinity (1427) in Santa Maria Novella, Florence 
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Summers uses a drawing by Leonardo da Vinci of the Virgin and Child 
with Saint Anne and John the Baptist (see fig. 5) to indicate naturalism in 
Renaissance art. In this drawing, the light-dark contrast becomes particularly 
clear by the use of charcoal. Leonardo gradually modulated light to dark to give 
an impression of three-dimensionality and pictured the falling of light from above. 
“In Renaissance terms light and dark are composed; that is to say, they have 
been given a pleasing artificial order.” (Summers, 6) “The appearance of relief 
and the devices of composition hold the eye of anyone who looks at a painting” 
(Summers, 10) For Summers, the form of a painting is more universal than its 
content. He believes that the Renaissance humanist Leon Battista Alberti put 
similar importance on the form of a painting, rather than on its content. He claims 
that “Alberti thought painting should be what all Renaissance painting in fact is, 
namely, naturalistic, regardless of subject matter.” (Summers, 10) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Leonardo da Vinci – Virgin and Child with Saint Anne and John the Baptist 
(the Burlington House cartoon) (ca. 1500-1508), National Gallery, London 
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Are these examples of art representative for the whole Renaissance 
period? Can we speak of natuarlism in these paintings, or does the label 
naturalism confound the essence of these works of art? Allistair Fowler claims in 
his book Renaissance Realism: Narrative Images in Literature and art (2003) that 
the examples of Gombrich and Levey are not representative for what was 
happening throughout the Renaissance period. It took a long time before the 
rules of perspective were integrated fully and correctly in art. Furthermore, 
Renaissance art shares a lot with medieval art in terms of representing the 
natural world, which still had a religious significance. The scientific demands 
made by artists and critics, like Alberti and da Vinci, should therefore be thought 
of “less abstractly, less as a ‘rationalization’ or ‘geometricization’, [and] more as a 
matter of artistic practice focused on objects and their meanings.” (Fowler, 2) 
Fowler wants to demonstrate that our assumptions of modern mimesis should 
not be imposed on Renaissance art. There is a distinctive Renaissance mimesis, 
which I hope to clarify in this chapter.10  
 
Fowler’s essay demonstrates why modern interpretations of Renaissance 
mimesis are wrong. Fowler firstly discusses the use of perspective in 
Renaissance art and critiques Erwin Panofsky’s Perspective as Symbolic Form 
(1927). Panofsky had argued that perspective is the defining character, the 
symbol, of Renaissance art. He writes a history of the development of 
perspective up to the invention of linear perspective by Brunelleschi. Even 
though perspective is omnipresent in Renaissance art and brought an end to the 
pictorial unity in medieval art, Fowler claims that the right use of linear 
perspective, the construzione legittima, as Alberti explained it in his treatise On 
Painting (1435), was not adopted by most artists, because of a “lack of interest 
[in the construzione legittima], lack of integrated moral viewpoints, and lack of 
technical consensus.” (Fowler, 8) On the one hand, the less technically minded 
artists used only the most rudimentary of the laws of perspective and, on the 
other hand, the interest in perspective led to a self-perpetuating tradition of 
experimentation and increasing virtuosity, which begat new problems for the 
depiction of space (Elkins, 121). In other words, there are many different forms of 
perspective used in Renaissance art and many of these forms do not construct a 
coherent mathematical space. Perspective did not always give an illusion of a 
real and coherent space. 
 
In the fifteenth century, ‘the golden age of simple perspective’, we can 
observe many different forms of perspective. James Elkins sums up ten different 
classes of Renaissance perspective methods in The Poetics of Perspective 
(1994), from Alberti’s single-point perspective to frontal perspective, and other 																																																								
10 I think Fowler is incorrect in using the term realism for the depiction of space and time. As 
Summers argues, “’Realism’ is at base a category of subject matter, and refers to art having a 
concrete historical reference or an apparent concrete historical reference.” (Summers, 3) In this 
thesis I do not want to write about the realism of subject matter, but rather on the naturalism of 
forms and space. Nonetheless, Fowler’s arguments on the representation of space and time 
teach us how the ideas of Levey and Gombrich on Renaissance art are often false. 
 
	 14	
forms of illusion, such as perspective from underneath (dal di sotto in sù) or 
sfondati (Fowler, 8). The central focal point of single-point perspective, as 
promoted by Alberti and to be seen in Masaccio’s Trinity, was often displaced 
and sometimes heavily disguised, as in Pontormo’s Visitation, where the 
perspective implied by the architecture is indeterminate. Moreover, there are 
many examples of two-point and three-point perspective. Donatello’s Miracle of 
the Irascible Son on the high altar in San Antonio in Padua (see fig. 5) has a 
straightforward one-point perspective, to which Donatello added a building on the 
right and a huge structure in the back with their own perspective lines and focal 
points. In other words, Masaccio’s Trinity, as an example of single-point 
perspective is not representative for other artworks in the Renaissance period.  
 
 
 
 
Many Renaissance artists thought that single-point perspective would give 
their artworks an appearance too mechanical or its assertiveness would distract 
from narrative contents. A painting like The Institution of the Eucharist by Ercole 
de’ Roberti (see fig. 6) has a correct framework of perspective, but the use of 
perspective makes the painting flat, rather than giving it depth (Elkins, 234). In 
other words, perspective did not always give an illusion of a real and coherent 
space. Perspective increased the illusion of reality in a different way. We have to 
have a different conception of this reality than in terms of mathematical space. In 
the second chapter I aim to give a correct concept of ‘reality’ created by 
perspective.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Donatello – Miracle of the Irascible Son (1447) in San Antonio, Padua 	
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Fowler critiques Panofsky’s claim that perspective is used to construct an 
illusion of mathematical space. Fowler argues that there was no such 
construction of space, but rather the positioning of objects in space (Fowler, 2) 
Perspective was not just a geometrical method to create a homogeneous space 
and to unify the narrative of the painting. Perspective was a method that pictured 
objects in a hierarchical order. This hierarchical order explains why the donors in 
Da Romano’s Annunciation (see fig. 1) are significantly smaller than Gabriel and 
Mary. It also explains why the donors in Masaccio’s Trinity, even though depicted 
in the right proportions, stand lower and less central than the Holy Trinity. The 
religious worldview of the Renaissance determined the composition of the image, 
rather than a modern scientific worldview. The hierarchical order (kosmos) in 
Renaissance images may appear as a remnant of medieval thinking, but is to be 
regarded as typically Renaissance too. The difference made between 
Renaissance and Medieval art cannot hold for many pictures sharing 
characteristics of both periods.  
 
It has also been taken for granted that the correct use of single-point 
perspective led to the unification of the narrative, or in other words, to a coherent 
depiction of time. In fact, Renaissance art is very often polyscenic. Fowler 
argues, “artists and patrons shared an interest in didactic contents, which were 
likely to entail discontinuous moral stages or aspects, like the frames of a modern 
comic strip.” (Fowler, 20) Even though we think that many religious paintings 
depict one specific story from the Bible, the depiction of time is often 
discontinuous. New Testament illustrations often feature parts from the Old 
Testament. For instance, the Bible or Scripture roles that Maria is holding in the 
Annunciation paintings refer to Isaiah 7:14, in which it is prophesied that a virgin 
6. Ercole de’ Roberti – The Institution of the Eucharist (c. 1490), 
National Gallery, London 
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will give birth to a son. Fowler gives another example of a polyscenic painting. In 
The Building of a Double Palace by Piero di Cosimo (see fig. 7), we see two 
stages in the process of the construction of the palace. In the front we see people 
working on the construction, while in the back we see a finished palace. The use 
of perspective in the painting cannot possibly bring the two different stages in 
time together.  
 
 
The label of naturalism that is glued on Renaissance art by Gombrich, 
Levey and Summers is in many instances anachronistic, because they attach a 
scientific notion to naturalism which I think is incorrect. Fowler’s book 
demonstrates how modern notions of naturalism can lead to misconceptions: an 
scientific idea of a coherent depiction of space and time in Renaissance art. 
Rather, the Renaissance artist placed objects in space and depicted different 
stages of a narrative at the same time. Fowler does not give a positive concept of 
Renaissance ‘realism’. He does not explain how we should explain the 
naturalism in Renaissance art. To avoid making another anachronistic 
conception of Renaissance naturalism, I want to look at two Humanist thinkers 
from the fifteenth century and see whether they have something to say about the 
representation of nature in Renaissance art.  
 
1.2 Renaissance Humanists and natural reality 
 
Humanists from the fifteenth and sixteenth century explained how poetry 
and rhetoric enabled the imitation of reality in Renaissance art. The poet and the 
orator had to represent the subject matter as it appeared in reality. The humanist 
would argue that the painter should do the same as the poet and the orator. In 
this part I will explain the role of poetry and rhetoric in the humanist art criticism 
of Bartolomeo Fazio, Leon Battista Alberti, and Leonardo da Vinci, and inquire 
whether they made a general claim on naturalism. I hope to get a positive 
concept of naturalism that is not anachronistic. I believe that these three thinkers 
can give us an idea of the Renaissance pursuit of naturalism. 
 
The humanists were generally speaking more concerned with the qualities 
of rhetoric and poetry than those of art. Most humanists from the fifteenth century 
rarely went beyond the general topics derived from rhetoric. Therefore, they 
turned to the theories of Cicero and Quintillian (Spencer, 26). When humanists 
talked about art they derived their claims from rhetoric. As such they would speak 
of variety and copiousness in the composition of an artwork.A critic like George 
of Trebizond and Guarino would not mind if too much variety would lead to 
dissolution in the paintings. Others, like Alberti, confined the use of variety in 
order to save unity in the composition (Baxandall, 1971, 139) Furthermore, 
discussions on art were limited to the question of the fitting, decorum, or the 
7. Piero di Cosimo – The Building of a Double Palace (1515-1520), Ringling Museum of Art, Sarasota 
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rivalry of the arts, the paragone. Later in the sixteenth century there is, for 
instance, the rivalry between painting and sculpture (by Leonardo da Vinci and 
Michelangelo) and between disegno (desing/drawing: Central Italian art) and 
colore (color: Venetian art) (Gombrich, 1976, 11).  
 
From the sixteenth century onwards, the role of poetry became more 
important in the theory on painting, as has been theorized by Rensselaer Lee in 
“Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanistic Theory of Painting” (1940). Lee tells us how 
two ancient treatises on poetry have been most influential on art criticism, namely 
Aristotle’s Poetics and Horace’s Ars Poetica. Both Aristotle and Horace 
suggested the analogy between poetry and painting. Aristotle said that human 
nature in action is the object of imitation among painters as well as poets (Lee, 
199). Horace, on the other hand, had said that ‘as is painting, so is poetry’ (‘ut 
pictura poesis’), which would determine the conception of the essence of painting 
during the Renaissance period.  
 
Fazio demonstrates how poet and painter should give an ideal imitation of 
nature. He writes in the introduction of his De viris illustribus (1456), “No painter 
is accounted excellent who has not distinguished himself in representing the 
properties of his subjects as they exist in reality. For it is one thing to paint an 
arrogant man, but quite another to paint a mean, or fawning, or improvident one, 
and so forth. It is as much the painter’s task as the poet’s to represent these 
properties of their subject, and it is that very thing that the talent and capability of 
each is most recognized.” (Baxandall, 1971, 101-102) The correspondence of 
painting and poetry is taken for granted by Fazio, who believes that “a painting is 
indeed nothing else but a wordless poem. For truly almost equal attention is 
given by both to the invention and the arrangement of their work.” (Baxandall, 
1971, 103)  
 
The ‘ut pictura poesis’ tradition is helpful in understanding the essence of 
Renaissance art. Fazio argues, in line with a long tradition that begins with 
Simonides: a painting is a wordless poem, and poetry a painting that speaks. 
From Aristotle he takes the idea that the poetic nature of painting allows the 
imitation of the human subject. Bartolomeo Fazio describes in his book a number 
of illustrious painters and sculptors from his day, like Gentile da Fabriano, 
Pisano, Jan van Eyck, Rogier van der Weyden, Ghiberti and Donatello. In his 
piece on Pisano, he says that Pisano had “a poet’s talent for painting the forms of 
things and representing feelings. But in painting horses and other animals he has 
in the opinion of experts surpassed all others.” (Baxandall, 1971, 106) Fazio 
demonstrates that the distinctive Renaissance mimesis is grounded in the ‘ut 
pictura poesis’ tradition. The imitation of reality is a poetic capacity.  
In the sixteenth century the humanistic theory of painting rested on the 
doctrine that the proper study of mankind is man. The essence of painting, like 
poetry, lied in the imitation of human action. Painting had to have the same 
subject matter as poetry. For that reason, the narrative is so axiomatic to 
Renaissance art. From ancient and modern poetry, and from sacred and profane 
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history, painting took stories to depict. Consequently, painting did not only aspire 
to give pleasure, but also to impart wisdom to the viewer, which gave painting the 
prestige of a liberal art (Lee, 261). The narrative character of painting in sixteenth 
century art is particularly visible in Titian’s interpretations of Imagines by 
Philostratus the Elder in his paintings Venus Worship and Bacchanal of the 
Andrians (Both in Madrid, Prado), or in his interpretations of Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses in his painting of Bacchus and Ariadne (see fig. 8) (Rosand, 
530). Titian’s paintings show that we cannot deny the importance of narrative in 
Renaissance art.  
 
 
 
Yet, the poetic element of Renaissance art does only relate to its subject 
matter, and not to the representation of space. It is true that the Renaissance 
artist followed the poet and aimed to convince the beholder of the reality of the 
subject matter, depicted through figures with appropriated attitudes and gestures. 
Yet, the painter would also have to represent nature in the space of the image. 
Does the Renaissance artist really aim at naturalism? The pretension of 
naturalism is, I believe, hard to find in other humanist treatises from the fifteenth 
century.  For instance, in the most influential humanist treatise on art by Leon 
Battista Alberti, called On Painting (1435), he writes about his goal to make 
painting a liberal art by means of geometrical and optical principles (Van Eck and 
Zwijnenberg, 15). Alberti did not use these principles with the intention to make 
the artwork more naturalistic. Rather, he used them with a rhetorical purpose.  
 
Alberti’s geometrical and optical principles for linear perspective and his 
analysis of pictorial composition depended on rhetoric, and not on poetry. As 
Spencer and Lee have argued, the ‘ut pictura poesis’ tradition found its greatest 
acceptance in the academies of art from the sixteenth century onwards, and not 
in the fifteenth century, in which rhetoric plays a larger role than poetry. Spencer 
therefore speaks of an ‘ut rhetorica pictura’ tradition (Spencer, 26).  
 
Alberti’s treatise on painting is different from other humanist treatises, 
because “it is written from a position of personal contact with the art and from an 
interest in developing method, and so becomes something of a different order.” 
(Baxandall, 1971, 121) Alberti’s book is according to Baxandall made for a reader 
who potentially draws or paints. The book speaks to someone who could perform 
the operations Alberti describes (Baxandall, 1971, 127) While the other 
humanists seem to talk about painting from a distance, and relate it to poetry, 
Alberti talks about something that is particular to painting. I believe that Alberti 
describes the conditions in which Renaissance painting would be able to 
represent the reality of a narrative or historia. According to Kristine Patz in “Zum 
Begriff der 'Historia' in L. B. Albertis 'De Pictura'”, Alberti’s concept of compositio 
is the process of composing, the activity of the painter who brings different parts 
8. Titian – Bacchus and Ariadne (1523), National Gallery, London 
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together to form a narrative or historia.11 Alberti tells us in On Painting, how the 
composition leads to a harmony, which man calls beauty (Alberti, 103).  
 
Alberti’s ideas on composition depend on a long tradition of rhetoric. 
Alberti used the term compositio in a different way than his predecessors, such 
as Vitruvius and Cicero, who had used it respectively for buildings and human 
bodies. Alberti used the notion of composition for the visual arts, and used it as a 
metaphor for the rhetorical organization of texts. It was a notion that every 
schoolboy in a humanist school would learn to apply to language (Baxandall, 
1971, 131). Alberti introduced a way of observing by means of which Giotto’s 
paintings were analyzed like the complex sentences (periodes) of Cicero’s 
orations. The word compositio implied a four level hierarchy of forms within a 
framework, and assessed each element in the total effect of a picture. The 
rhetorical construction of texts in words, which build up phrases, which build up 
clauses, which build up complex sentences, also counted for the construction of 
images. An image consisted of bodies; bodies were made of members, and 
members of plane surfaces. Each element contributed to a coherent scene of the 
historia, the narrative painting (Baxandall, 1971, 130). We can thus speak of a 
rhetoric nature of the painting. Similar to the rhetorical principle of structura 
aspera, that is, the disagreeable conjunction of two rough consonants, images 
could not have a conjunction of rough angles. Pleasant lights had to flow into 
agreeable shades, in order to form beautiful and graceful surface forms 
(Baxandall, 1971, 132). 
 
The humanist art critic would explain the distinctive Renaissance mimesis 
in terms of rhetoric. The representation of a narrative had to be convincing to the 
beholder. They did not explain the Renaissance mimesis in terms of space and 
time, as the modern thinker could do. Yet, they did talk about forms from nature 
(landscapes, buildings, bodies, etc.) and about geometrical and optical principles 
after having studied nature. However, the way these forms were placed in space, 
or composed, had to do with rhetoric. Leonardo da Vinci wrote on the ordering of 
different events – the most important events in the front, and the less important in 
diminished form in the back – in order to represent all events of the narrative in 
one painting (Fowler, 25). In other words, the way Renaissance painters imitated 
space and time were conditions for the representation of the narrative. They had 
a rhetorical function aiming at the persuasion of the beholder, rather than aiming 
at the representation of nature.  
 
 Leonardo da Vinci seems to be one of the only humanists that prescribes 
to naturalism. He writes that painting “is the sole imitator of all the manifest works 
of nature.” (Da Vinci, 13) However, when Da Vinci writes that painting imitates 
nature, he does not say that the first intention of the painter is to represent 
nature. “The first intention of the painter is to make a flat surface display a body 																																																								
11 For more information on the background of antique rhetoric on the idea of historia and 
harmony, see Patz, K. “Zum Begriff der 'Historia' in L. B. Albertis 'De Pictura'” Zeitschrift für 
Kunstgeschichte, 49. Bd., H. 3 (1986), pp. 269-287 
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as if modeled and separated from this plane, and he who most surpasses others 
in this skill deserves most praise. This accomplishment, with which the science of 
painting is crowned, arises from light and shade, or we may say chiaroscuro.” 
(Da Vinci, 15) In other words, the first intention is to create some form of relief by 
means of light and shade, and not to observe nature and represent it with 
photographic precision on canvas.  
 
David Summers, however, says that sense perception of nature is 
fundamental to Renaissance art. If one wants to make an argument about the 
importance of sense perception in Renaissance art, one should also take into 
account that, for the late medieval and early Renaissance artist, the perception of 
nature afforded access to higher meaning. Summers is not concerned with this 
higher meaning. In his book The Sense of Judgment: Renaissance Naturalism 
and the Rise of Aesthetics (1987), he writes that early Renaissance images had 
become like ‘phantasms’, “inward images of visible outward things and events, 
standing at the beginnings of human knowledge and immediate to the spiritual 
mainsprings of will and desire.” (Summers, 313) According to Summers, the 
more natural or life-like the image, the easier to meditate and to raise religious 
devotions (Summers, 314). Summers links Renaissance naturalism to its 
religious function, but he does not explain the religious foundation of naturalism.  
 
Summers presumes there is a universality of a certain structure of 
perception in the Renaissance period (Summers, 316). Yet, he does not explain 
the nature of this universal structure of perception. He shortly introduces how 
Renaissance artists perceived the outside world and consequently had to 
remember it (Summer, 40). The art of memory played an important role in the 
processing of observations. It was primarily a rhetorical method to reproduce 
what had been seen. The structure of one’s memory depended on one’s inner 
vision. A theological argument determined the nature of the memory and the 
reproduction of what had been observed. Summers does not explain the effect of 
memory and inner vision on the image. He does not explain the image in terms of 
memory and inner vision, but solely in terms of the perception of the outside 
world.  
 
It is problematic to attach the label of naturalism on Renaissance art and 
say ‘what’ is naturalistic in the Renaissance image. First of all, we cannot be 
certain that Renaissance artists and humanists aimed primarily at the 
representation of nature. Our modern scientific presumptions about naturalism 
have been proven to be anachronistic for Renaissance art. And humanist ideas 
on the ‘ut pictura poesis’ tradition can only say something about (realistic) subject 
matter and not about (naturalistic) forms. The theories of science and poetry 
make the work of art a form of knowledge. While mathematics, optics and poetry 
are often taken as the ingredients for turning Renaissance painting into a liberal 
(intellectual) art, I believe that rhetoric was the most fundamental form of 
knowledge for the liberal arts of the Renaissance. Rhetoric did not only ground 
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the art of memory necessary to assess the information given through perception, 
but also the process of composition aimed at the persuasion of the beholder.12  
 
1.3 Foucault’s theory of the Renaissance 
 
Instead of saying ‘what’ is naturalistic in the Renaissance image, I want to 
say more about how we judge and understand the representation of nature. 
Instead of scientific claims of ‘what’ is naturalistic, or poetic claims of ‘what’ is 
realistic, I want to know more about ‘how’ to interpret nature in Renaissance 
images. The Humanist treatises of Alberti and Da Vinci have shown that they 
interpret nature through rhetoric. The rhetoric of Alberti and Da Vinci is 
thoroughly religious. The Renaissance artist evaluated his perceptions of nature 
through a religious art of memory. Furthermore, the rhetoric of the composition 
was aimed at transforming the consciousness of the beholder into a religious 
consciousness.  
 
In this section I want to explain why the rhetoric of Alberti and Da Vinci is 
religious. I will look at Foucault’s explanation of the Renaissance episteme in 
order to explain the religious foundation of knowledge. From Foucault’s analysis 
of the way in which people thought in the Renaissance period we can infer that 
nature always had a symbolic or religious meaning. Foucault demonstrates the 
religious foundation of Renaissance naturalism. In the fifteenth and sixteenth 
century, nature was understood as the world created by God, and in which 
everything is a manifestation of God’s creation.  Accordingly Da Vinci writes, 
painting is the “granddaughter of nature, because all visible things have been 
brought forth by nature and it is among these that painting is born. Therefore we 
may justly speak of it as the granddaughter of nature and as the kin of god.” (Da 
Vinci, 13) 
 
In Les mots et les choses (1966), Michel Foucault explains the way of 
thinking in the Renaissance and gives us an idea of how people understood the 
natural environment up to the end of the sixteenth century. In the second chapter 
of his book, Foucault demonstrates that the foundation of knowledge in the 
Renaissance period is based on the phenomenon of resemblance. The meaning 
of the world, its nature, lied in a resemblance. For instance, the meaning of a 
rainbow lied in its resemblance with God’s promise of the end of the flood 
(Genesis 9:12-17). Foucault’s explanation of resemblance shows how 
Renaissance people had no abstract understanding of a rainbow, that is, in terms 
of the refraction of light going through drops of water. He demonstrates how 
people related differently to reality. As such, we can get closer to a correct theory 
of Renaissance naturalism.  
 																																																								
12 For more information on the rhetorical structure of and elements of rhetoric in Alberti’s and Da 
Vinci’s treatises On Painting, see chapter 1 of Zwijnenberg, R. The Writings and Drawings of 
Leonardo da Vinci: Order and Chaos in Early Modern Thought. Transl. Van Eck, C. Cambridge 
University Press, 1999. 
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In Les mots et les choses, translated as The Order of Things (1966), 
Foucault studies western systems of knowledge from an archeological 
perspective. He wants to understand the experience and manifestation of order 
in our culture. History cannot help to explain this order, because it 
anachronistically orders the past for the sake of a higher end. Foucault does not 
want to conduct research in Hegelian terms, that is, the writing of a chronological 
and scientific history towards the perfection of knowledge. Rather, he inquires the 
conditions for the possibility of new forms of knowledge. He defines different 
epistemological fields (epistemes) in which new forms of knowledge are able to 
arise (Foucault, xxii). Foucault does not write a history, but an archeology of 
knowledge. A history of knowledge presents different moments and periods we 
are conscious of, and orders different types of knowing according to these 
different periods. An archeology digs up that what has been unexcavated. It 
looks for the things of which we are normally unconscious. These are the 
conditions of our knowledge. Foucault’s archeology excavates the ground on 
which the human sciences stand. As we will see, people in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth century would have been unaware of the phenomenon of resemblance. 
Nonetheless, it is resemblance that determined the way they understood the 
‘reality’ of the world, and the ‘reality’ of this world in art.  
 
The second chapter of Foucault’s book explains the Renaissance 
episteme, which contrasts with the two other epistemes to which Foucault draws 
attention in his book, namely the classical/enlightenment and modern episteme. 
Foucault explains his three epistemes as three different underlying systems, 
which do not succeed one another in an evolutionary development. In contrast to 
the classical episteme – representation as the foundation of knowledge – it is 
resemblance that plays a role in the shaping of knowledge up to the end of the 
sixteenth century. He says, “resemblance organized the play of symbols, made 
possible knowledge of things visible and invisible, and controlled the art of 
representing them.” (Foucault, 17)  
 
The resemblance of walnut and brain explained the walnut’s power to cure 
brain diseases. The sympathy between sunflower and the sun provided the name 
to the flower. Similarly the herb scorpion was named after the tail of the scorpion, 
which the herb resembled. The correspondences between things, through 
convenience, emulation, analogy, or sympathy, regardless of distance and time, 
gave meaning to the world. The resemblance between faces and planets, earth 
and sky, microcosm and macrocosm, and in particular between God’s world and 
ours, explained the objects and phenomena of our world. The rainbow was still a 
sign of God’s promise of the end of the flood, rather than a natural phenomenon 
of the reflection, refraction and dispersion of sunlight through rain. The 
resemblance of the rainbow and God’s promise, even though they seem so far 
related in time and space, made it possible for the Renaissance man to 
understand his natural environment.  
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The world was conceived by means of corresponding images. One image 
explained another image of the world. “The universe was folded in upon itself:” 
our microcosm was explained in terms of God’s macrocosm (Foucault, 17). 
Images (of a higher world) and natural things were seen as the same thing, 
because the macrocosm at once comes close, follows the same path or has the 
same function as the things we observe in our microcosm. Symbols of a higher 
order explain the world, and are again explained by other symbols. There is an 
undying tree that branches out. If one symbol does not explain the universe, 
there is another symbol that joins in. By expediency, the Renaissance man 
creates indefinite configurations to explain the overload of new information found 
in the rediscovered ancient sources. The Renaissance episteme of the sixteenth 
century is limitless in its correspondences. 
 
Foucault describes four correspondences or similitudes in more detail, 
namely, correspondence in the form of convenientia, aemulatio, analogy, and the 
play of sympathies. Convenientia is the convenient correspondence. Adjacent 
things that are sufficiently close to one another are made similar. The number of 
beings in the water and on earth, for instance, corresponds with the number of 
beings in the sky (Foucault, 18). Aemulatio is also a sort of convenience, but not 
in terms of proximity. One brings similitude to the other, because it makes the 
other better. Man’s intellect and God’s wisdom come conveniently together 
(Foucault, 20). Analogy is a systematic or functional similitude. Plants resemble 
animals, but they have their head in the ground to eat and drink (Foucault, 21). 
Sympathy is not a correspondence in terms of proximity, a shared path or 
function. It is rather the source of correspondence. Sympathy that brings things 
together and antipathy is the sudden power separates them (Foucault, 25).  
 
Resemblances require signatures to become observable for us. The 
resemblance is the form of a sign, signifying something. The Renaissance man 
unearthed the world through signatures. Signatures came into being when two 
things were brought together and were interpreted as correspondence. The 
hermeneutics of resemblances created new signs and new meanings. 
Furthermore, the search for correspondences, which were hidden until they were 
found, was the path towards meaning. For the devout Renaissance man, God 
had hidden certain knowledge. However, the signatures He had left behind could 
give away new meanings. Hence, the Renaissance was much more concerned 
with the invisible than with the observable. In the invisible and hidden lied the key 
to truth. Renaissance man saw the face of the world covered with blazons, 
characters, ciphers, obscure words – hieroglyphs, which he tried to decipher 
(Foucault, 27). Signs were foremost images, but developed also into words. By 
interpreting the signs and looking what they indicated, one allowed resemblances 
to emerge into the light of day (Foucault, 29). The semiotics of signatures was a 
way to bring resemblances into the open.  
 
The Renaissance person understood nature as if he was reading a book. 
Similarly, The Renaissance person would read the artwork as a book of nature. 
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Similar to the semiotics of signatures, there is the iconography of symbols in 
Renaissance art. Panofsky’s method of iconography, published for the first time 
in 1939 in his Studies in Iconology, corresponds to the method of biblical 
exegesis used during the Renaissance to interpret art. The medieval biblical 
exegesis continued to play a significant role throughout the Renaissance, up till 
the end of the sixteenth century. Medieval biblical exegesis developed into a 
complex hermeneutic system. A story, like the annunciation, did not just have a 
literal or historical meaning, but also an allegorical, tropological, and anagogical 
(Porteman, 23-25).  
 
If we want to understand the annunciation painting by Da Romano (see 
fig. 1), we should take into account these four dimensions. They help us to 
understand that there is not only a depiction of a historic moment, but also an 
allegory to something that will happen in the future. Moreover, the story has a 
moral and a spiritual message. Literally speaking, the Annunciation displays the 
moment Gabriel announces the birth of Jesus to Mary on the 25th of March. 
Allegorically, the Annunciation stands for the virgin birth of Jesus. The white dove 
represents the Holy Ghost, who will conceive the spirit of the Son of God in the 
womb of Mary. Tropologically, the New Testament story is linked to the Old 
Testament story. Mary reads the bible, Isaiah 7:14, in which it is foretold that a 
young woman (‘almah’) will give birth to a child whose name is Immanuel (“God 
is with us”). The New Testament story of the annunciation alludes to the Old 
Testament story in which the coming of a Messiah is promised. Anagogically, the 
Annunciation relates to the future arrival of Jesus Christ who will ultimately 
redeem the world. 
 
The interpretation of symbols demonstrates how we can apply Foucault’s 
theory on visual art. Yet, Foucault does not elaborate in his chapter on the role of 
visual arts in the Renaissance foundation of knowledge. Foucault does not 
identify the creative sources during the Renaissance, like the invention of linear 
perspective and the rules of composition. Foucault looks at people like 
Aldrovandi and Gessner, Paracelsus and Crollius, to name a few. The last two 
were famous for their doctrine of signatures in alchemy. These signatures are 
clues to the utility of medicinal plants that are attributed a posteriori. Paracelsus 
introduced the idea that ‘like cures like’, and thereby reacted against Galen’s idea 
that ‘opposite cures opposite’. Something that looks like it is able to cure it. For 
example, the walnut that looks like the brain, or the herb Scorpius that resembles 
the tail of the scorpion. The walnut cures brain diseases and the herb Scropius is 
good against a scorpion’s biting. For Gesner and Aldrovandi, nature was an 
unbroken tissue of words and signs. Aldrovandi was contemplating a nature that 
from top to bottom was written by God (Foucault, 40) 
 
Foucault does not look at the images in Gesner’s and Aldrovandi’s natural 
histories. Both are known for the development of an emblematic natural history. 
Their books on natural history contained emblems: visual images, mottos, and 
epigrams on the animal or plant to be inquired (Ashworth, 311). The emblems 
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are an example of the resemblances that Foucault discusses. To understand for 
instance a peacock, one had to know the names, proverbs and symbols with 
which it was associated. The emblem demonstrated these resemblances, by 
means of which the Renaissance man understood the visualized animal or plant.  
The emblematic worldview, as studied by Ashworth, shows the metaphysical 
status of images in the Renaissance episteme. It demonstrates that both image 
and word in the emblem resemble the things of nature. This means that image 
and thing are also the same in the Renaissance.  
 
Does the correspondence between image and thing mean that Foucault’s 
theory of resemblance is also applicable to Renaissance art? First of all, 
Foucault’s theory helps us to understand how people thought about nature in the 
Renaissance period. As such we may also draw a conclusion about the 
visualization of nature in Renaissance art. These visualizations were not just 
imitations of what the eye saw, but rather the visualization of the invisible. The 
Renaissance artist shares the divine capacity to create images. The 
representations of forms and space in Renaissance images should therefore be 
understood to provoke a spiritual and inward vision. The viewer is guided by 
perspective towards the infinity of God’s mystery, as I will explain in the next 
chapter. The naturalism of the Renaissance image is conditioned by a religious 
worldview. The world was not perceived by the eye only, but more fundamentally 
by the mind, who attributed symbolic meanings to what was seen. Therefore, we 
should speak of a theological or symbolic naturalism.  
 
Secondly, we have seen that it is possible to use Foucault’s theory to 
understand the resemblance of symbols – similar to how we use the theory of 
iconography nowadays to understand the resemblances of symbols in 
Renaissance art. Yet, as I have explained in the introduction, Iconography can 
only explain ‘what’ something resembles, but it cannot explain ‘how’ something 
resembles. Iconography helps us to explain the subject matter of a painting. We 
could for instance recognize Christ, Mary, Saints, and so on in a painting, but we 
cannot consequently give an account of the spiritual or transcendent meaning 
their presence offers. More fundamentally, it does not explain how figures like 
Christ and Mary gain their spiritual presence and how the beholder subsequently 
experiences their presence. To understand ‘how’ a painting resembles and 
communicates meaning to the viewer, we ought to look at the representation or 
suggestion of space in Renaissance art, as I will do in the next chapter.  
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2. The Representation of Space 
 
‘How’ does a painting communicate meaning to the beholder? The simple 
answer: the subject matter communicates meaning to the beholder. The subject 
matter is, however, ‘what’ the painting communicates to the beholder. The 
communication to the beholder is conditioned by the rules of composition and the 
rules of perspective. These rules tell us ‘how’ the painting communicates 
meaning to the beholder. In the Renaissance period, humanists like Alberti were 
aware that the rules of composition conditioned the communication of a 
painting’s subject matter. Yet, the subject matter, in the form of the painting’s 
history or istoria, was still the most important element of the painting. Alberti 
says, “The greatest work of the painter is not a colossal image, but an istoria. 
Istoria gives greater renown to the intellect than any colossal image.” (Alberti, 72) 
Nevertheless, Alberti recognized that the istoria is conditioned by composition. 
The power of the narrative depended on the bringing together of different 
elements in the painting. A composed picture would form a powerful narrative.  
 
In this chapter, I want to elaborate on the interdependency of composition 
and istoria. The communication of meaning is contingent on this 
interdependency. The composition influences the narration of the story and 
consequently the way the beholder understands it. In this chapter I will explain 
the principles of composition for the Renaissance image, and discuss the role of 
perspective in the composition. I want to make clear that composition and 
perspective are independent. Many art historians argue that perspective is the 
defining characteristic of Renaissance art, and think it ordered objects in space. 
In fact there is a different process in de ordering of space of Renaissance art. 
There are rules of composition that are independent of perspective. Below I want 
to elaborate on the rules of composition step by step, and define the independent 
purposes of composition and perspective. As a result, it will become clear how 
composition and perspective communicate meaning to the beholder by drawing 
the attention of the beholder.  
 
2.1 Composition 
 
 How should we understand composition? Alberti writes, “Composition is 
the procedure of painting whereby the parts of things seen are put together in the 
picture.” (Alberti, 72) Composition, in its original terms, is the ‘putting together’ of 
the elements, such as forms in the foreground, buildings and landscapes in the 
background, and a floor on the ground of the image. Each of these elements 
must get a specific place in the image. Some art historians, like Panofsky and 
White, have defined the procedure of composition in the Renaissance period in 
terms of the rules of perspective. They believed that perspective ordered each 
individual object and figure in space. They have argued that the Renaissance 
artist first made a correct perspectival projection of space and subsequently 
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placed figures and objects in it. A resourceful article by Jeroen Stumpel 
demonstrated that the opposite took place. The Renaissance artist usually 
started his composition with the depiction of figures instead of a depiction of a 
coherent space. Stumpel argues that perspective was added to the buildings in 
the background and to the checkerboard floor on which the figures stood 
(Stumpel, 241). 
 
 Composition has to be understood independent of the rules of 
perspective, like Alberti discussed the rules of perspective in book I, independent 
of the rules of composition in book II of On Painting. Perspective did not 
contribute to a coherent depiction of space or the autonomy of it, as White 
believed. He says in The Birth and Rebirth of Pictorial Space (1958): 
 
Even the bare summary of a few aspects of Alberti’s new construction reveals 
the autonomy achieved by the idea of space. During the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries it was possible to see space gradually extending outwards 
from the nucleus of the individual solid object, and moving, stage by stage, 
towards emancipation from its tyranny. Now the pictorial process is complete. 
Space is created first, and then the solid objects of the pictured world are 
arranged within it in accordance with the rules which it dictates. (White, 123) 
 
 White is wrong by stating that ‘space is created first.’ It is implausible that 
the Renaissance artist first developed a correct projection of mathematical space 
and secondly placed objects in it, because, conceptually, there was no difference 
between objects and space in the Renaissance period. There was not a 
conceptual equivalent to our term of mathematical space in the fifteenth century. 
Our mathematical concept of space was developed in the seventeenth century 
by Girard Desargues and elucidated by Descartes in Principles of Philosophy 
(1644), who distinguished space from objects.13 To understand the difference 
between space and objects, Descartes had to prove that space is a consistent or 
generic unity that remains the same when an object moves in it. Consequently, it 
becomes possible to depict space independent of objects, and to place objects in 
a generic scheme of space.  
 
In the Renaissance period, space was not seen as a generic unity. The 
unity of space was as specific as the unity of objects. When the Renaissance 
artist moved an object in the image, space would move accordingly. Every object 
or figure was connected to other elements in the painting. Forms as occupants of 																																																								
13 “There is no real distinction between space, or internal place, and the corporeal substance 
contained in it; the only difference lies in the way in which we are accustomed to conceive of 
them. For in reality the extension in length, breadth and depth which constitutes a space is 
exactly the same as that which constitutes a body. The difference arises as follows: in the case of 
a body, we regard the extension as something particular, and thus think of it as changing 
whenever there is a new body; but in the case of a space, we attribute to the extension only a 
generic unity, so that when a new body comes to occupy the space, the extension of the space is 
reckoned not to change but to remain one and the same, so long as it retains the same size and 
shape and keeps the same position relative to certain external bodies which we use to determine 
the space in question.” (Descartes, 227) 
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positive space stood on equal footing as the surroundings of negative space. 
Space and objects were similar unities in magnitude and three-dimensionality, 
that is, the same in length, breath, and depth. The Renaissance artists depended 
on ideas of magnitude and three-dimensionality in the Aristotelian-Euclidian 
terms of bodies or solids. Therefore, he did not conceive of space “as a void 
between bodies, but as what is occupied, filled, or displaced by solids and is 
defined by their boundaries.” (Wohl, 89)  
 
 To understand the representation of space in Renaissance art we have to 
understand the composition of solids (forms) and their boundaries. We can think 
of these boundaries by distinguishing three different fields or layers of paint in the 
Renaissance painting. There is first the (positive) space occupied by figures 
(figure); secondly, there is the (negative) space of the background filled by a 
specific color (campo), usually gold in the fourteenth century, or occupied by a 
landscape or architectural setting, as was customary in the fifteenth century; and 
thirdly, there is the (negative) space of the ground (piani) on which the figures 
stand. If we want to talk about the representation of space in Renaissance art, 
we have to take these three different elements of space into consideration. Below 
I want to summarize Stumpel’s findings, as he describes visual and textual 
evidence for the composition of these three elements of space. He quotes from 
Cennino Cennini’s Il libro dell’arte (c. 1400) and looks in particular at the 
compositions of Raphael.    
 
Firstly, there is the designing of the forms of figures. The Renaissance 
artist began with drawing figures in order to give a first impression of the 
narrative. This implies the relative importance attributed to the narrative, and 
entails that the Renaissance artist did not primarily intend to make a naturalistic 
representation of space. Moreover, the Renaissance artist places relative 
importance on the drawing of figures in comparison to the painting of fields of 
color in the background. Giotto, for instance, considered himself to be a better 
painter than others, because he was “someone who could draw human figures, 
and that implied a higher type of skill, one that was in fifteenth century parlance, 
based on ‘knowledge of disegno’.” (Stumpel, 228) Sixteenth century Italian artist 
went sometimes as far as dedicating all their work to the perfection of disegno, 
thereby neglecting the other elements of the painting. Vasari writes, 
“Michelangelo, as has been said elsewhere, gave his attention only to the 
perfection of art, and therefore there are no landscapes to be seen there, nor 
trees, nor buildings, nor any other distracting graces of art, for to these he never 
applied himself, as one, perchance, who would not abase his great genius to 
such things.”14 
 
 Secondly, and in contrast to the designing of figures, there is the painting 
of surfaces with colors. A field of paint or color is termed campo in Cennino’s Il 
libro dell’arte (Stumpel, 220). He explains in his handbook on art how the use of 																																																								
14 Vasari’s Life of Michelagnolo Buonarroti: Painter, Sculptor, and Architect of Florence 
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/v/vasari/giorgio/lives/part3.71.html  
	 29	
gradations in color, from bright, mute to dark creates a semblance of depth. Not 
only the figures in a painting had to be painted in relief through the gradations of 
color, but also the surrounding space of a figure functioned to make figures stand 
out more clearly (see fig. 10). Even when in the fifteenth century, figures were no 
longer painted against a field of gold or grounds of ultramarine, the word campo 
was still used for the background. In the fifteenth century, houses (casamenti), 
landscapes (paesi) or skies usually occupied the background (Stumpel, 224). 
These constructions generally lost their position in the sixteenth century Maniera 
(Mannerist) paintings, in which figures become the most prominent element of 
the image. In Rosso Fiorentino’s Marriage of the Virgin, for example, we see the 
depiction of figures all over the surface. Vasari remarks, “He [Rosso Fiorentino] 
was so rich in invention, that he never had any [background] space left over in 
his pictures.” 15 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirdly, and next to the design of figures and the filling up of the 
background, the Renaissance artist placed the figure on a floor to stand on. The 
floor, or ground (piano), is “an essential element in constructing a coherent 
fictional environment or ‘space’ for the average painted scene. The construction 
of geometrical piani or checkerboard floors therefore lies at the very heart of the 
story of the discovery of perspective systems (see fig. 11). But in non-
geometrical, natural surroundings as well, the piano is the one means whereby 
the consistency of the painted world can be established – and consequently 
tested by the beholder.” (Stumpel, 231)  
 																																																								
15 Vasari’s Life of Il Rosso: Painter of Florence 
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/v/vasari/giorgio/lives/part3.31.html  
10. Bernardo Daddi - Madonna and Child with Saints Matthew and Nicholas (1328), Uffizi, Florence 
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In later fifteenth century paintings the distinction between ground and 
background almost dissolves, as can be seen in Raphael’s Dream of Scipio (see 
fig. 12). Fortunate enough there is also an original cartoon that demonstrates the 
separation of both areas. The design of the cartoon shows that the background 
and ground are separated by a contour line. There is a clear distinction between 
the landscape in the background, and an empty surface lower down, upon which 
the figures stand. (Stumpel, 237) The picture demonstrates the three distinct 
spaces and their boundaries most clearly. Stumpel finds more visual evidence in 
the paintings of Raphael for the order in which these three areas were painted. 
The painter started with the drawing of figures and later added the ground and 
the background (Stumpel, 239)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The order in which the three areas were painted also says something 
about the use of perspective. As the painter began with the painting of figures, 
instead of a correct projection of space, perspective must have been added in 
paintings as an ornament. When architecture is added to the background of the 
painting, we can also say that the painter added perspective in the background, 
as buildings usually indicate perspectival lines in the Renaissance painting. To 
demonstrate this order of composition, Stumpel looks at Raphael’s School of 
Athens (see fig. 13) and compares it to a nineteenth century painting by Ingres. 
In the rendering of the School of Athens, the depiction of figures must have 
happened first, and the perspectival lines of the floor and the building in the 
background must have been added later. Vasari says about the School of Athens 
by Raphael: “He further adorned this work with a view in perspective,” which 
11. Ambrogio Lorenzetti – Annunciation (1344) Pinacoteca Nazionale Siena 
12. Raphael – The Dream of Scipio (1504) and drawing of The Dream of Scipio, National Gallery, London 
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demonstrated that Renaissance artists saw perspective as an ornament, and not 
as an ordering device.16   
 
Hellmut Wohl confirms the idea of perspective as an ornament in 
Renaissance art from a purely artistic argument. He argues that the beauty of a 
Renaissance painting depended mainly on the drawing of figures, but secondarily 
on the ornaments like perspectival checkerboard floors and buildings. A painting 
became more refined by the use of relief and ornaments. Wohl uses the terms of 
rilievo and ornato as ‘reliable guides’ for an understanding of the style of 
Renaissance art in his book The Aesthetics of Italian Renaissance Art: A 
Reconsideration of Style (1999). Wohl concludes, “the compositional structure 
and coherence of Renaissance paintings depends to a greater extent on tone, 
color, and light than on their perspective construction.” (Wohl, 100) Tone, color 
and light endow the picture with “breadth, sensuous presence, and optical unity.” 
(Wohl, 100) Perspective contributed to the compositional structure as an 
ornament to the relief of bodies. It emphasized the three-dimensionality of the 
figures and gave an impression of the three-dimensional ground and background 
of the picture.  
 
 
  
 
Many modern art critics would consider it improbable that perspective is 
only an ornamental element in the Renaissance painting. But Stumpel assumes it 
less probable that perspective has ordered pictorial space and each individual 
object in it. He does not see the Renaissance image as a photographical image 
of reality in which every element is brought in front of the lens and seen in one 
coherent space (Stumpel, 241). He says, figures came first, and buildings and 
perspective second. The perspective of buildings can be seen as ornaments, just 
as the fields of gold in many of the of earlier Renaissance paintings.  
 
In his article, Stumpel compares Raphael’s School of Athens to Ingres’s 
Christ among the Doctors (see fig. 14). Ingres’s painting is most clearly inspired 
by Raphael’s Stanze compositions. There is a similar kind of building and floor 
construction that surround the figures, and the figures surrounding Christ are 
positioned similarly to the figures around Plato and Aristotle. While Raphael must 
have painted many of the figures first, Ingres started with a coherent depiction of 
space and afterwards placed the figures in it. When we analyze both paintings, it 
is hard to see the order in which Raphael and Ingres composed their paintings. 
Nevertheless, we can see three distinct groups of figures (below and above the 
staircase) in the School of Athens. They appear more independent of the 
surrounding space than in Ingres’s painting where Christ is like a polite host, 
inviting his figures to take a seat somewhere. In Ingres’s painting the ordering 
principle is more apparent than in Raphael’s painting.   																																																								
16 Vasari’s Life of Raffaello Da Urbino, [Raffaello Sanzio]: Painter and Architect 
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/v/vasari/giorgio/lives/part3.11.html  
13. Raphael – School of Athens (1510-1511), Stanza della Segnatura, Vatican 
	 32	
 
 
 
 
Other examples for the above claimed order of painting are Domenico 
Ghirlandaio’s studies for the Birth of the Virgin and Visitation frescoes in the choir 
of Santa Maria Novella. “The latter, in the words of Artur Rosenauer, ‘shows 
clearly that the personages were drawn prior to the architecture because all the 
architectural forms are aligned with the contours of the figures.’” (Wohl, 92) But 
there are also exceptions to the theory. “Finished compositional drawings by 
Gentile Bellini, Vittore Carpaccio and other Venetian painters of the late fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries, such as a drawing by Gentiele Bellini, in the Uffizi, 
of a procession are exceptions. They are examples of a specifically Venetian 
interest in descriptive accuracy and completeness in the representation of 
contemporary events, which Patricia Fortini Brown has called ‘the eye-witness 
style’” (Wohl, 92) In the main, however, the Renaissance painter was not an eye-
witness of a specific istoria and painted a story from his personal creativity, in his 
studio. The Italian Renaissance theory of invention supports this fact. Alberti 
says,  ”a beautiful invention has such force, as will be seen, that even without 
painting it is pleasing in itself alone.” (Alberti, 90) An idea of the narrative was 
more powerful than the real-life event.  
 
The invention of a narrative comes forth from the drawing of figures. An 
idea of the composition of figures began in the artists’ mind, and, in preparatory 
studies, the artist often experimented with their position and attitude. They took 
elements of the body and arranged them in different positions, as to invent 
different gestures and work out the most powerful storyline (Van den Akker, 47). 
The purpose of figures in the composition of a Renaissance painting is almost 
immediately clear to the beholder of a painting. However, the function of a 
background is perhaps less clear. The surrounding may just situate the narrative 
in a specific time and place. As such, it tells us more about ‘what’ the painting 
communicates, but not ‘how’.   
 
‘How’ does the composition communicate meaning to the beholder? ‘How’ 
does the composition function? Why is it relevant for my discussion that the 
Renaissance artist started drawing figures and added back and foreground later? 
First of all, it shows a reciprocal relationship between the three different spaces 
of the Renaissance image. Secondly, it demonstrates that the Renaissance artist 
did not begin his painting with a projection of space that approximated 
mathematical coherency. Accordingly, it shows that the primary intention of the 
Renaissance painter was not the representation of mathematical space. The 
Renaissance image was not a secularized image, but, on the contrary, a 
thoroughly religious image. In the next section I hope to get a better 
understanding of the intentions for the rules of composition that I have analyzed 
above. In particular I will look at the rhetorical and religious aims of composition, 
as Alberti discusses them in On Painting. 
14. Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres – Christ among the doctors (1862), Musée Ingres Montauban 	
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 2.2 The Function of Composition 
 
In book II of On Painting, Alberti tells us his rules of composition and their 
rhetorical function. However, he begins book II with the metaphor of Narcissus, 
who symbolizes the transformative powers of painting. Composition does not 
only have a rhetorical function in addressing the beholder, but also a religious 
function. The painting has to transform the consciousness of the beholder into a 
religious awareness. Narcissus reminds us of our responsibility to see beyond 
sensual experience. Where Narcissus adores only corporeal beauty, the 
Renaissance artist has to see the beauty of the soul also. The transformative 
power of a painting does not solely reside in the rhetorical structure of 
composition; it also lies in the disclosure of a sacred element.  
 
Let me first discuss the rhetorical structure of composition. Alberti has 
specific ideas on how the painter should express sacred concerns in the most 
powerful way. Alberti aims to compel both the learned and unlearned viewer. He 
takes as an example the display of artworks in Greek and Roman theaters and 
tells us how both experienced and inexperienced enjoyed the artworks. 
According to Alberti, the enjoyment by both groups indicates the great spirit of 
painting – as it is not only reserved for the learned viewer (Alberti, 66-67). Alberti 
imposes a few requirements on the art of painting, if it is to be as compelling as 
the Greek and Roman works in the theaters. He says that the painter has to 
comply with the rules of circumscription, composition and the use of light (Alberti, 
68). If one follows these rules one will succeed in compelling the viewer. In book 
III, Alberti concludes, a properly arranged painting will “hold the eyes and soul of 
the observer.” (Alberti, 89) In other words, a well-composed painting will 
transform the beholder’s awareness into a religious one.  
 
The rules of circumscription, composition and the reception of light do 
depend on one another. Without a good circumscription, there cannot be a good 
composition, nor a correct depiction of light (Alberti, 68). An artist has to start with 
a circumscription, that is, the drawing of an outline. The outline is not an 
orthographical projection of lines according to the rules of perspective, as 
Edgerton argues in his book The Mirror, the Window, and the Telescope (2009). 
Circumscription is the drawing of the lines of figures, first, and the lines of the 
ground and background of the picture, second – in line with the order of 
composition that I described above.  
 
Alberti recommends the use of a veil or vellum on which the artist can 
make the outline. The veil is Alberti’s famous ‘window’, which is positioned in 
between the painter and the object, or “between the eye and the thing seen” 
(Alberti, 68) Albrecht Dürer made a drawing of Alberti’s window a century later, 
which gives us a good idea of what it looked like (see fig. 15). Edgerton interprets 
Alberti’s window as a procedure for the construction of perspectival construction, 
that is, artificial perspective. As Alberti himself does not refer to perspective, we 
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have to see Alberti’s window only as an assisting measure in the seeing of 
objects in a non-moving space. The window frames space and ensures that we 
see the same space at different moments. It furthermore helps to “constitute the 
limits of the outline and of the planes.” And it helps us to see objects in the round 
and in relief, according to Alberti (Alberti, 69). The window, in other words, is not 
used for projecting artificial perspective on the artist’s picture, but it is used for a 
steady natural perspective of the objects seen behind the window (Elkins, 49-50).  
 
 
 
 
If one succeeded in making an outline of the story, istoria, one could 
continue making the composition. The composition was of similar importance as 
the circumscription to the depiction of the istoria. For a compelling istoria, one 
needed a composition of bodies, members and planes that accorded in size and 
function. The composition of planes, members and bodies has to be seen as an 
act. The English translation of Alberti’s book by Spencer still speaks of 
composition as a rule of painting. The Dutch translation, on the contrary, 
emphasizes the act of composing by which the different parts are being brought 
together. The emphasis on the act of composing stresses the rhetoric act and its 
effect on the narrative and consequently on the beholder of the image. The 
harmony of planes gives grace to the bodies and presents a beautiful and 
convincing image to the beholder.   
 
“The istoria which merits both praise and admiration will be so agreeably 
and pleasantly attractive that it will capture the eye of whatever learned or 
unlearned person is looking at it and will move his soul.” (Alberti, 75) Even 
though Alberti says that the viewer’s pleasure from the istoria primarily comes 
from the copiousness and variety of things depicted, it is the condition of 
composition that more fundamentally gives pleasure to the learned and 
unlearned viewer. Alberti says, “The fame of the painter and of his art is found in 
the following – the composition of bodies.” (Alberti, 75) All bodies and members 
have to harmonize in size and function, in accordance to what is happening in 
the istoria. If someone is dead, every part of the body has to demonstrate the 
bodies’ immobility and powerlessness. Without harmony in composition, an 
image will not be convincing to the viewer. 
 
The rhetorical goal of composition to form a credible narrative and to 
convince the viewer had also a religious dimension. Alberti wanted the viewer to 
see beyond the overall narrative and take into perspective the divine powers of 
painting. Alberti takes painting as the flower of every art, for which the “entire 
story of Narcissus is most appropriate.” (Alberti, 64, Carman, 34) Carman 
focuses in his book on the metaphor of Narcissus and emphasizes not only the 
part of the story in which Narcissus is seen as the inventor of the arts, but also on 
the story of the transformation into a flower. Carman uses the metaphor of 
Narcissus to emphasize that Alberti is not as much interested in the invention of 
15. Albrecht Dürer – Der Zeichner der Kanne (1538) 
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painting (by the Egyptians and Greeks), but more interested in the building of a 
new art of painting, about which nothing before has been written (Alberti, 65) This 
new art of painting is intellectual, and in that sense also religious.  
 
The building of a new art depends on two elements: mathematics and 
religion. According to Carman, these two elements reinforce one another. The 
rules of mathematics that Alberti uses to explain perspective make Renaissance 
painting a new art – an intellectual art that contributes to the spiritual power of 
painting. Alberti begins Book II by saying, “Painting contains a divine force which 
not only makes absent men present, as friendship is said to do, but moreover 
makes the dead seem almost alive.” (Alberti, 63) Painting is the greatest gifts of 
the gods, “for painting is most useful to that piety which joins us to the gods and 
keeps our souls full of religion.” (Alberti, 63) And thus painting has not only been 
able to give life to the dead, it has also contributed to the veneration of the gods.  
 
Like Alberti, Vasari believed that artists had a godlike capacity to endow 
figures with motion and breath. In his description of Raphael’s St. Cecilia 
altarpiece he writes, “Of a truth, other pictures may be said to be pictures, but 
those of Raffaello [are] life itself, for in his figures the flesh quivers, the very 
breath may be perceived, the pulse beats, and the true presentment of life is 
seen in them.”17 Jacobs claims in her book The Living Image in Renaissance Art 
(2005) that Renaissance artworks were able to compel viewers of their 
lifelikeness. I believe that Alberti’s rhetorical strategy for composition was the 
persuasion of the viewer of the artwork’s lifelikeness. The lifelikeness of the 
artwork depended on the artist’s ability to perceive his own soul in an artwork.  
 
 In perceiving one’s soul in the artwork, the Renaissance artist puts the 
spirit of God in his work. Alberti quotes Hermes Trismegistus, saying that 
“painting and sculpture were born at the same time as religion, for thus he 
answered Aesclepius: mankind portrays the gods in his own image from his 
memories of nature and his own origins.” (Alberti, 65) The new art of painting is 
born at the same time as religion. Both religion and art depend on the divine 
image. According to the Hermetic sources, not only God has the capacity to 
create, but also man has the capacity to create like God. Carman argues that 
Alberti believed that the painter’s image is a divine image, which visualizes 
something that is not visible – God’s continuing creation in which mankind has a 
share. The Renaissance image is more than the rendering of nature as it 
appears to be at any observable moment, it is foremost a divine image. Art is 
analogous to nature and man’s origins, the image created by God (Carman, 5).  
 
Carman looks in his analysis of the divine image at contemporaries of 
Alberti, namely Cusanus and Leonardo da Vinci. According to Carman, these 
theorists shared a similar epistemology of vision with Alberti. He writes, “every 
painter who paints himself must not seek self-duplication as such, but the idea of 																																																								
17 Vasari’s Life of Raffaello Da Urbino, [Raffaello Sanzio]: Painter and Architect 
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/v/vasari/giorgio/lives/part3.11.html  
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his essence, which for Alberti, as much as for Cusanus and Leonardo must 
reside within the psychological parameters of a Christian struggle with image-
likeness, that is, the need to find one’s identity in its closest approximation to the 
morally creative powers of Christ as the Logos in being, rather than simply in an 
accurate physical representation.” (Carman, 45) The painter has to go beyond 
the narcissist image of physical reality and has to picture the spiritual.   
 
Religion is an important aspect of the art of painting, as Alberti presents it 
in the beginning of book II. I would underline Carman’s arguments that religion 
reinforces Alberti’s ideas of mathematics. In the previous chapter I have already 
told how mathematics turned painting from a mechanical into a liberal art, 
something that has been reiterated in many scholarly articles on Alberti. In the 
beginning of Book I, however, Alberti says that he writes as a painter rather than 
a mathematician. Even though he takes from mathematics to give a commentary 
on painting, he works and thinks differently. “Mathematicians measure with their 
minds alone the forms of things separated from all matter. Since we wish the 
object to be seen, we will use a more sensate wisdom (la più grassa Minerva).” 
(Alberti, 43)  
 
What does a more sensate wisdom mean? Painting does not just depict 
sensible things, it adds an element of wisdom to it. Mathematics turns painting 
into an intellectual art. However, this does not mean that mathematics makes the 
depiction of things more accurate. It rather enhances the criteria for objective 
perceptual judgment, that is, it increases the intellectual reflection on the subject 
of the work of art. (Carman, 29) Like composition, the mathematics of 
perspective contributes to the subject matter of the image in an intellectual way. 
As we will see in section three, perspective guides the vision of the beholder and 
requests an intellectual response by the beholder. A painting has to reflect both 
the painter’s intellect and stimulate the intellect of the beholder. The intellectual 
assessment of a Renaissance painting is not rational, but rather spiritual. As 
such, the viewer of the Renaissance painting saw lifelikeness.  
 
The connection between image and viewer becomes especially apparent in 
some paintings in which the gestures and the gaze of the figures direct the view 
of the beholder. In his book Das Bild als Schleier des Unsichtbaren, Krüger talks 
about the ‘speaking ability’ [Sprachfähigkeit] of the Renaissance image, or the 
poetic power to communicate messages to the viewer. He takes as examples 
pictures of the Virgo Annunciata by Antonello da Messina (see fig. 16) and Mary 
Magdalene by Girolamo Savoldo (see fig. 17). In the Virgo Annunciata we do not 
see the usual dialogue as it is taking place in the annunciation of the Angel 
Gabriel to the Virgin Mary. Neither do we see most of the symbols that usually 
accompany the story, such as the lily or the white dove. Instead, the 
communication takes place between the Virgin and the beholder of the picture. 
Krüger argues that the meaning of the painting depends on the imagination of the 
viewer. (Krüger, 96) Instead of hearing a conversation between Mary and 
Gabriel, the beholder hears the voice of Mary directly in his own ears. Even 
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though the Virgin is in the picture and therefore far away from us, Her gaze and 
gestures bring us closer together. (Krüger, 102)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
The invisible message of the mystery of the incarnation becomes visible in 
the depicted woman through her connection with the viewer by means of 
gestures and gaze. Another example used by Krüger is Savoldo’s Mary 
Magdalene, who looks at us after she found out that the tomb of Christ is empty. 
Normally Mary Magdalene appears in the Noli me tangere scene after the 
Resurrection of Christ. In Savoldo’s painting we have to see the ‘do not touch 
me’ scene between Christ and Mary as if we are Christ that is resurrected. When 
the viewer looks at Mary Magdalene it is as if the viewer is transformed into a 
spiritual being, in which the Word of God has been conceived. The painting 
enables a connection between the earthly and heavenly, according to Krüger. He 
says, “Eben diese Grenzerfahrung menslicher Sehens- und Erkenntniskraft 
übermittelt das Gemälde auch dem externen Betrachter, dergestalt daß sich ihm 
die unsichtbare – und folglich auch nicht abbildbare – Göttlichkeit des 
Auferstandenen allein im so lebendig schimmernden Widerspiel des Lichtes auf 
dem Tuch offenbart, in welches die Heilige sich hüllt.” (Krüger, 105)  
 
The beholder is able to see the invisible and non-depictable sacred 
element of the story in the figure of Mary Magdalene. The composition 
contributes to the connection of earthly and heavenly. The light on the veil of 
Mary makes us aware of the presence of the Resurrected. Similarly, in the Virgo 
Annunciate, a light shines from above on Mary, and resembles the spirit of God 
that descends upon Mary, which conceives the Son, the Word of God. Krüger 
15. Antonello da Messina – Virgin Annunciata 
(1475-76), Galleria Regionale della Sicilia, 
Palermo 
16. Girolamo Savoldo – Mary Magdalene 
(1528-30), National Gallery, London 
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elaborates on the compositional structure in chapter 7 of his book. He claims that 
dark and light, flatness and depth (relief) contribute to the connection between 
viewer and the sacred. He uses another example to amplify his claim. In a 
painting by Benvenuto Tisi, named Jacobus Major from circa 1530, there is the 
Saint who looks us in our eyes and uses his hand to direct our view to a scene 
depicted in the background: Jesus Christ in Gethsemane. In this picture, the 
figure is the threshold between the beholder’s real world and the sacred 
phenomenon occurring in the garden of the background. The figure brings what 
is far away, in space and time, closer to the viewer. (Krüger, 109) “Der Heilige, 
der diese Distanz durch seinen Gestus markiert, verkörpert für den Betrachter 
die Ferne in der Nähe, er halt ihm das Vergangen präsent.” (Krüger, 110) 
 
The relevance of Krüger’s analysis lies in his ability to interpret paintings 
that do not present the same iconographical schemes of many other 
Renaissance paintings. The Virgo Annunciata by Antonello da Messina and the 
Mary Magdalene by Savoldo do not present the narrative of the Annunciation and 
Ressurection / Noli me tangere in the traditional way. They present the narrative 
without the symbols that usually accompany the narratives. These paintings 
emphasize how the painter places the figure in the painting in relation to a 
background and towards the viewer of the picture. In these paintings we can 
focus on the compositional structure and the reciprocal relationship between the 
different spaces of the image and the beholder. Consequently, it becomes clear 
that the composition has a religious function in drawing the attention of the 
viewer and a religious function in connecting the earthly and heavenly by bringing 
different parts of the image together.  
 
In the next section I will elaborate on the addition of perspective to the 
Renaissance painting, and demonstrate how it contributes to the reciprocal 
relationship between the different spaces of the Renaissance image. 
Furthermore, I will explain how perspective contributes to the reciprocal 
relationship between the beholder and the painting. Perspective evokes a 
spiritual awareness in the beholder of Renaissance art by connecting the natural 
and the divine. In the next section I aim to elaborate on the coalescence of 
earthly and heavenly through perspective. 
 
	 2.3 The Function of Perspective 
 
 Krüger’s analysis helps us to understand the religious function of figures in 
the composition. Their gestures connect the beholder with something 
transcendental. Sometimes, the transcendental occurs in the background of the 
picture, as in Krüger’s example of the Jacobus Major by Benvenuto Tisi. This 
example gives us just a snippet of information on the function of the background 
of Renaissance paintings. In this section I want to expand on the religious 
function of the ground and background when it is ornamented with perspective. I 
aim to explain my alternative view perspective: one that debunks the idea that 
the Renaissance artist used perspective to project mathematical space, and 
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propounds the claim that perspective functions as a threshold between a natural 
and transcendental world.  
 
Traditional literature on pictorial space in Renaissance art has argued that 
perspective has contributed to pictorial realism and to our modern science. In 
The Birth and Rebirth of Pictorial Space (1958), John White explains the 
historical process of the development of space in Renaissance art, which starts 
with the experimentation with the possibilities of artificial perspective, the 
rediscovery of aspects of reality, which led to the development of synthetic 
perspective in for instance the artworks of Da Vinci (White, 274). White’s book is 
a long treatise on the development of one point perspective construction. He 
explains how Brunelleschi “developed a complete, focused system of perspective 
with mathematically regular diminution towards a fixed vanishing point.” (White, 
120) White presents the traditional argument that Brunelleschi invented single-
point perspective and thereby created the rules for a coherent depiction of space. 
It was Brunelleschi’s invention that would dominate the vision and the painting of 
the fifteenth century, according to White.   
 
White’s traditional explanation of perspective comes from Erwin 
Panofsky’s well-known book on perspective from 1927. In Perspective as a 
Symbolic Form, Panofsky traces down the historical development of perspective 
in the Renaissance. He explains the use of illusion in antique art, medieval art, 
and the development of one-point perspective in the early Renaissance. I want to 
give an illustration of Panosky’s and White’s traditional analysis of one-point 
perspective in trecento and quattrocento Italy, to see where they go wrong.  
 
Early Renaissance art starts in the fourteenth century (trecento) with 
famous artists like Giotto and Duccio. Panofsky looks in particular towards 
another painter, named Lorenzetti, and discusses his use of single-point 
perspective in the Annunciation:  
 
“What makes a picture like Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s Annunciation (see fig. 11) of 
1344 so important is, first of all, that the visible orthogonals of the round plane 
are here for the first time all oriented toward a single point, undoubtedly with full 
mathematical consciousness; for the discovery of the vanishing point, as ‘the 
image of the infinitely distant points of all the orthogonals,’ is, in a sense, the 
concrete symbol for the discovery of the infinite itself. But the picture is equally 
important for the completely new meaning it bestows upon the ground plane as 
such. This plane is no longer merely the lower surface of a ‘space box’ closed on 
the right and left and terminating with the edges of the picture, but rather the 
ground surface of a strip of space, which, even if still bounded at the rear by the 
traditional gold ground and in front by the picture plane, can nevertheless be 
thought of as extending arbitrarily far to either side. And what is perhaps even 
more momentous, the ground plane now clearly permits us to read not only the 
sizes, but also the distances of the individual bodies arrayed on it.” (Panofksy, 
1997, 57)” 
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Even though Lorenzetti’s use of single-point perspective was not 
systematic, Panofsky regards it an important moment in the historic development 
of linear perspective. The systematic procedure that was developed in the 
fifteenth century (quattrocento) is in Panofsky’s words “a direct extension of what 
was already known in the Trecento, even if it does rest on an entirely novel 
principle. Already the Lorenzetti had respected the rigorous mathematical 
convergence of orthogonals; but there was still no method for measuring with 
comparable accuracy the depth intervals of the so-called transversals.” 
(Panofsky, 1997, 62). Panofksy and White explain how Brunelleschi developed 
the first correct one-point perspective painting, as it has been told in Manetti’s 
biography of Brunelleschi, and how Alberti worked out the mathematical 
procedure for single-point perspective in Book I of his treatise On Painting. 
 
A readable explanation of the introduction of artificial perspective by 
Brunelleschi and Alberti can be read in the books of Samuel Y. Edgerton. He 
presents a similar development in Renaissance art and explains how linear 
perspective changed our vision of the universe. He explains in great detail the 
invention of linear perspective by Brunelleschi. In Manetti’s biography of 
Brunelleschi, Manetti writes that Brunelleschi made two lost perspective 
paintings, one of the Baptistery, the Church of San Giovanni, and one of the 
Piazza della Signoria in Florence. To look at the first perspective painting, 
Brunelleschi required the viewer to place his eyes on the reverse side of the 
painting and look through the hole in the painting. The viewer would have to hold 
a small mirror with his other hand and see in the mirror the perspective painting 
of Brunelleschi (for a reconstruction see fig. 18) (Edgerton, 45-46) If one would 
stand in the doorway of the Duomo in Florence, the same place from where 
Brunelleschi had painted, and take away the mirror, one would see the Baptistery 
as it had also appeared in the mirror. Brunelleschi’s painting would be an exact 
copy of the real Church of San Giovanni.  
  
To make sure that the image in the mirror would be an exact copy, 
Brunelleschi had to make the “hole in the painted panel at that point in the temple 
of San Giovanni which is directly opposite the eye of anyone stationed inside the 
central portal of Santa Maria del Fiore” (Edgerton, 46) This point in the temple of 
San Giovanni would be the vanishing point of single point perspective as we can 
see in fig. 19. Towards the vanishing point one had to draw lines to form a 
pyramid of perspective, which imitates our pyramidal vision. Edgerton argues that 
the Renaissance painter would begin his painting with an orthographic projection 
according to the rules of mathematics. One would consequently be able to work 
out the architecture of the buildings and add figures along the lines of 
perspective.  
 
 
 
 
 
	 41	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Edgerton goes on to explain Alberti’s description of artificial perspective in 
Book I of On Painting. According to Edgerton, Alberti claims that the painter had 
to begin his painting with the vanishing point. The closer you are to something 
you want to depict, the higher the focal point of the painting, and the steeper the 
perspective lines will be. If you are farther away from an object, the lower your 
focal point and the more gradual the perspective lines will be. When the painter 
had chosen the vanishing point he would have to draw the pyramidal lines, see 
fig. 20 (Edgerton, 119) To give depth to the painting, one has to draw the 
receding transversal lines. The painter had to find a single point outside the 
painting, which indicated the distance between the viewer’s eye and the painting, 
and had to draw from that point individual lines to the subdivision of the pyramid. 
The intersections of the individual lines with the base line of the quadrangle 
would indicate the height of transversal lines, and gave depth to the painting, see 
fig. 21 (Edgerton 120-121) The painter could add figures to the image according 
to the perspectival lines that had been projected. The head of each figure could 
not be higher than the horizontal line of the vanishing point. Their heights would 
depend on the transversal lines that indicate the depth of the image. The farther 
away a figure stands the smaller his body will become (see fig. 22).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
18. Brunelleschi’s mirror, and 19. The orthographical 
projection of the Baptistery 
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If we look at the mathematical procedures of Brunelleschi and Alberti 
alone, we would believe that the invention of linear perspective caused the 
change in the vision of the universe towards a rational one. Panofsky comes to 
conclude in section III on Renaissance perspective, “The vision of the universe 
is, so to speak, detheologized, and space, whose priority over individual objects 
was already so vividly expressed by Gauricus, now becomes a ‘continuous 
quantity, consisting of three physical dimensions, existing by nature before all 
bodies and beyond all bodies, indifferently receiving everything.’” (Panofsky, 
1997, 66) Panofsky believes that a rational concept of space replaced an 
astrological concept of space.  
 
According to Panofsky, the rational concept of space allowed Brunelleschi 
to invent artificial perspective. He argues that a ‘systematic,’ mathematical 
concept of space came into existence shortly before the ‘invention of perspective’ 
by Brunelleschi, making perspective itself possible (Panofsky, 1997, 28). 
Panofsky’s analysis of Renaissance perspective is built on the idea that there is a 
“fully rational – that is infinite, unchanging and homogeneous – space” 
(Panofsky, 1997, 28-29) The homogeneity of space enables objects to be 
proportional to one another in space: “the geometrical concept of homogeneity 
can be expressed by the postulate that from every point in space it must be 
possible to draw similar figures in all directions and magnitudes.” (Panofsky, 
1997, 30) 
 
James Elkins, however, asserts the opposite: “the Renaissance could not 
inherit the modern concept of space from the ancients” (Elkins, 22). He argues 
that the Renaissance thinkers had something scholastic or humanistic in mind 
when they thought of the term spazio. There was no equivalent to our modern 
term of space in the Renaissance. There was only a Renaissance concept of 
cosmos, which was to be understood in terms of a religious hierarchy. Elkins 
argues that Renaissance people did not think abstractly of space, but only 
thought of objects in space. James Elkins writes in The Poetics of Perspective 
(1994) a history of how people have viewed perspective. He critiques the 
dominant view that the Renaissance artists developed a mathematical structure 
20. Vanishing point 21. Addition of transversal lines 22. Recession of figures 
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and that they applied it correctly to their paintings. Elkins claims that 
Renaissance art cannot be defined by single point perspective, as I have 
elucidated in the first chapter. James Elkins argues that the composition of the 
Renaissance image is not always completely mathematical. Even though 
perspective is based on mathematics, Elkins wants to demonstrate the poetic 
nature of Renaissance perspective.  
 
Like Elkins, I want to present an alternative view to the mathematical 
function of perspective, as held by Panofsky, White and Edgerton. While these 
three writers claim that perspective helped to construct a mathematically correct 
space and contributed to our modern scientific worldview – assuming that 
perspective secularized space – I want to work out the idea that perspective 
functioned as an ornament and simultaneously theologized space. I want to 
demonstrate that the perspective did not only create an illusion of reality, but was 
also an allusion to a higher world. The naturalism of Renaissance art has to be 
interpreted through a theological lens as I have argued in the first chapter. The 
spiritual becomes congruent with physical nature, in contrast to Medieval art 
where the artist painted a spiritual world by minimizing the physically 
recognizable (Carman, 85). The Renaissance artist used perspective, not only to 
create a naturalistic representation, but also to draw the attention of the viewer 
towards something transcendental.   
 
Single-point perspective, as Alberti has theorized it, aimed to make the 
beholder aware of an infinite realm in the finite and naturalistic world as 
represented in the Renaissance image. There are many Renaissance paintings 
that show the coalescence of infinite and finite realms. Masaccio’s Tribute Money 
and Leonardo’s Last Supper demonstrate a vanishing point at the head of Christ. 
The pyramidal lines of single-point perspective take the beholder’s eyes to the 
vanishing point, where a sacred element is depicted. In Raphael’s Disputa all 
lines converge in the mystical host on the altar.  
 
Another beautiful example is Tommaso Laureti’s Triumph of Christianity 
(see fig. 23), the ceiling fresco in the Constantine Room of the Vatican palace, in 
which our attention is drawn towards Christ on the cross. The vanishing point or 
the horizon is seen as a point of infinity. It is a point beyond which our eyes 
cannot see, but beyond which our spirit ascends into a higher world. Laureti has 
painted an antique statue scattered in the foreground: the profane has received a 
place in the finite realm of the palace, while Christ is seen at the point of 
infinitude. The painting is incredibly strange in comparison to other Renaissance 
paintings. There are no figures involved and Laureti minimalizes the narrative by 
abstracting the triumph of Christianity by the cross that looms over a scattered 
pagan statue. Consequently, Laureti has ample pictorial space to experiment 
with perspective and show to us the coalescence of finite and infinite realms. 
 
Why is the vanishing point a point of infinitude, rather than a finite point 
observable in front of our eyes? Alberti’s first book on single-point perspective 
23. Tommaso Laureti – Triumph of Christianity (1582), Vatican Palace, Rome 
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has often been interpreted as a scientific and empirical exercise in optics. Why 
does Alberti’s vanishing point insinuate more than a central focal point, like the 
Gates of Paradise of the Baptistery in Brunelleschi’s first perspective painting? 
Someone from the Renaissance would not just understand the painting as visual 
reality. For the viewer, as I explained in chapter one, visual reality had a deeper 
meaning through resemblance. The Gates of Paradise in Brunelleschi’s 
perspective painting, or the Christ on the cross in Laureti’s Triumph of 
Christianity were not just gates of the Baptistery building or a cross on which 
Jesus had been crucified. The gates and the cross had a metaphorical 
meaning.18 This metaphorical meaning was not just a context to the painting, but 
it was the central meaning of the painting. The divine is embodied in the 
empirical reality of Renaissance art (Carman, 104).  
 
To see the inception of perspective in Renaissance art in terms of a 
theological naturalism, rather than an anthropocentric naturalism does justice to 
the era and intentions of Alberti. We have to see perspective not only as an 
illusion of reality, but also as an allusion to a higher reality. The use of 
perspective in the ground floor and background of a Renaissance painting 
connects the eye of the beholder with the divine, similar to how the gestures and 
gaze of a figure can connect the eye of the viewer with the divine. The 
perspectival lines observable in the ground and background connect ground and 
background with other figures, objects, or symbolical spaces. In that sense 
perspective creates a reciprocal relationship between the three different fields of 
the image and the beholder. When we understand composition and perspective 
through their religious function, we can understand why Alberti writes that a 
properly arranged painting, that is, a well-composed painting, ornamented with a 
single-point perspective, will “hold the eyes and soul of the observer.” (Alberti, 
89) 
 
2.4	Renaissance	Vision	of	the	Universe	
 
Perspective did not secularize space, but theologized it. By means of 
perspective, the beholder would see the divine in a naturalistically represented 
world. Does this theological vision of space in Renaissance art conform to the 
Renaissance vision of the universe? Edgerton argues in his book that linear 
perspective contributed to the development of our modern scientific worldview. I 
want to turn around this line of argument and consider what contributed to the 																																																								
18 Even though Edgerton focuses in particular on the influence of linear perspective on the 
scientific view of the universe, he also acknowledges the religious elements and inspiration for 
linear perspective. In chapter 6 on ‘Brunelleschi’s Mirror’ he writes how Brunelleschi relates to the 
Gates of Paradise and the space in between the Duomo and the Baptistery, known as paradise. 
“By focusing his perpendicular axis, across the typological Paradiso, and onto the eastern 
entrance to the Baptistery with its own sacramental symbolism, Brunelleschi was identifying his 
certification point as if it were in the very eye of God as he created the first human beings during 
the sixth day of Genesis. Brunelleschi’s viewers were enticed to believe themselves envisioning 
the very process by which ‘the prophets see God or his divine mysteries behind the images and 
likenesses of sensible things.’” (Edgerton 50) 
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development of the rules of composition and perspective. Could the Renaissance 
vision of the universe explain the theological awareness of the Renaissance 
artwork that is created by the rules of composition and perspective?  
 
Foucault has presented the Renaissance vision of the universe in terms of 
resemblance. He explains how the world around the Renaissance individual, the 
microcosm, is understood in terms of its resemblance with a macrocosm. A 
divine realm surrounds the earthly realm of the Renaissance individual. Each 
phenomenon or object seen in the earthly realm is interpreted through its 
resemblance with a divine realm. In the previous chapter I have mentioned the 
phenomenon of the rainbow, which the Renaissance man understood in terms of 
the divine promise of the end of the flood. The rainbow is just one example in 
which the earthly is connected to a higher realm. 
To get an idea of Foucault’s explanation of the Renaissance universe, we 
can have a look at Giulio Camillo’s ‘memory theater’ in which the macrocosm is 
folded in upon the microcosm of the theater. Giulio Camillo (1480-1544) 
developed an idea of a theater in which he and a companion could experience 
the whole universe (macrocosm) as presented by images. In line with Foucault, 
the universe is literally folded in upon itself here. The macrocosm of the universe 
is enveloped in the microcosm of the theater (Yates, 131). Camillo’s theater was 
not just an exhibition space for images and objects from our world. The exhibited 
objects and images formed a symbolic system according to Hermetic and 
Cabbalist principles, being popularized by Pico della Mirandola in the late 
fifteenth century (Yates, 136).  
The Hermetic principle ‘as above, so below’ explains that macrocosm and 
microcosm are one. According to Poimandres in the Corpus Hermeticum, man is 
the same as God. Created in His image, man also realizes its creative imaginary 
powers like those of God (Hermes, 35) In the theater, Camillo takes his 
companion on a journey through the seven (Cabbalist) emanations to become 
one with God. One walks the path towards eternal light and life, freeing oneself 
from the astral powers of the stars, leaving behind the material world and finite 
life. The theater is not just an astrological depiction of the universe, but it is 
literally believed to be the same as God’s universe. The objects on display are 
seen as talisman, asserting magic power and connecting microcosm with 
macrocosm. As such, Camillo realizes the Hermetic ideal unity of God, cosmos, 
and man. 
Camillo’s theater is the epitome of Foucault’s Renaissance episteme. 
There are two symbolic resemblances in his memory theater. First of all, the form 
of the theater is a resemblance of the zodiac or celestial system. This is the 
astrological element of Hermeticism in the theater. Camillo’s theater resembles 
the Vitruvian ideal-type Roman theater. In total there are twelve angels in the 
Vitruvian theater, resembling the twelve celestial signs (Vitruvius, 285). The 
seven angles of the semicircular theater resemble the seven spheres of the 
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cosmos, as presented in the Corpus Hermeticum (translated into Latin by the 
Florentine philosopher Ficino), or the seven pillars of Solomon’s House of 
Wisdom (Yates, 137). The seven spheres or seven astral governors resembled 
the seven rows of the theater and the seven pillars of Solomon the seven 
gangways (Yates, 146). 
Secondly, the objects in the theater form a path towards wisdom. The 
microcosm of the theater resembles the macrocosm and its truth. This is the 
theurgical element of Hermeticism in the theater of Camillo. Hundreds of images 
of myth, history, stars and planets had a meaning depending on their position in 
the theater. The first row, where the most important people would originally sit, 
was the row of the first causes – the primordial world of Ideas or Forms. The first 
causes in the creation story are symbolized by the images of the planetary gods. 
The images of the planetary gods had talismanic power, which emanated from 
the first row all the way up. By going upwards in the theater, one transcends 
through the seven emanations or (Cabbalist) Sephiroth towards an ultimate 
unification with God (Yates, 138). When man had finally reached the highest row, 
he would look down upon the whole universe and understand it in its entirety.  
Foucault’s theory of resemblances can also explain elements in space in 
the composition of Renaissance paintings. We can, for instance, explain the 
golden background of many fourteenth century paintings through Foucault’s 
theory.  When we look at Da Romano’s and Lorenzetti’s Annunciation paintings 
we first of all see an almost naturalistic world. The figures look like us. 
Furthermore, the floor helps to indicate a room in which the figures stand. Yet, 
the golden background seems to disturb the naturalistic depiction of an 
empirically real space. Is it that naturalism was insufficiently developed in 
Lorenzetti’s time (c. 1290-1348) why he uses a golden background? Why does 
Da Romano still paint the background gold in 1500 when contemporaries painted 
the most intricate landscapes and architectural structures? According to Carman, 
the golden background is an example of the theological naturalism of 
Renaissance art. He agrees with Foucault that the natural world has a religious 
or symbolic meaning. The golden background “signals the mysterious, 
impenetrable spacelessness of the divine.” (Carman, 117) Carman uses the 
thought of Cusanus to explain the use of gold. In Cusanus’s words, the golden 
background is an impenetrable wall that separates the human world from the 
divine. The gold symbolizes the incorruptible character of God and the intellect 
(Carman, 117) 
 
“Issuing forth from within the mysterious depths of a golden heaven God 
takes on an empirical form throughout the space we recognize as of our world. In 
that sense, the artist facilitates an understanding of transcending the barrier 
between earth and heaven, representing in Cusan terms a kind of ‘leap across 
the wall of invisible vision’.” (Carman, 117-118) According to Carman, we have to 
interpret the golden background as a wall between our world and the heavens. 
He amplifies this claim by looking at naturalistic depictions of walls in fifteenth 
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century paintings, which replaced the golden background.  The gardens, walls, 
doors and other openings in fifteenth century paintings have a similar symbolic 
meaning as the golden background. 
 
Walls on the horizon of the picture could indicate the barrier between our 
world and the divine. In some paintings, however, we are allowed to see a bit 
more of the divine through an opening. An opening in the background 
construction in the form of a gate can be seen as a symbol for the gates of 
paradise. Often we are allowed to take a peek at the garden of Eden.  If we take 
for instance, the Annunciation by Piermatteo d’Amelia (see fig. 25) we see 
perspectival lines that vanish in the enclosed garden (hortus conclusus) in the 
back of the painting. To reach the garden, one has to go through a door. Piero 
della Francesca’s Annunciation on top of the St. Anthony Polyptych, is another 
Annunciation in which the viewer’s eyes are taken towards a door in the 
background of an elaborate architectural structure of columns (see fig. 26). The 
vanishing point of the single-point perspective is at the end of the arcaded hall in 
a seemingly closed door: the porta clausa, a metaphor for Mary’s virginity in the 
Annunciation story, similar to the enclosed garden, which also signifies Mary’s 
virginity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
25. Piermatteo d’Amelia – Annunciation (1487), Gardner 
Museum, Boston	 26. Piero della Francesca – Annunciation (1469), Galleria Nazionale dell’Umbria, Perugia 
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The enclosed door and garden are positioned at a place where the finite 
and infinite worlds coalesce. We can take the enclosed door of Piero della 
Francesca’s Annunciation for a symbolic door in which Christ stands, giving us 
access to a higher world. The enclosed door has no handle to physically open. 
The viewer can only ascend into the heavenly spheres by means of the 
imagination or the spiritual eye. The closed world behind the door and the closed 
world of the garden indicate the difference between the infinite and the finite 
world. We, as finite beings, cannot just enter the infinite world through our 
physical seeing.  
 
How can a finite world depicted in the Renaissance painting go together 
with an infinite? Nicholas of Cusa, or Cusanus, who was a contemporary of 
Alberti, explained how finite and infinite worlds could coincide. In his book On 
Learned Ignorance (1440), Cusanus explains that the infinity of God cannot be 
known through rational knowledge, but only through speculation. For Cusanus 
the infinite realm is unknowable because ‘it escapes all comparative relations.” 
(Carman, 92) In contrast to reason, which is used to compare the big from the 
small, the dark from the light, etc., one would have “to use guiding illustrations in 
a transcendent way and to leave behind perceptible things, so that the reader 
may ascend unto simple intellectuality.” (Carman, 92) For Cusanus, the infinite 
and finite realms coincide, but do not become one. They are two different realms. 
A viewer of a Renaissance painting would have to go beyond the geometrical 
properties perceivable in the painting and ascend into the infinite realm of the 
vanishing point. 
 
While Giulio Camillo’s theater demonstrates a hermetic transcendence 
from a lower to a higher world, Cusanus presents another way of transcending 
from a finite to an infinite world. To understand the infinite realm of God, one has 
to dispose of the ideas of a finite cosmos, in which the earth is the center and the 
astrological stars the circumference. For Cusanus, “the world has no 
circumference, because if it had a center and a circumference, and thus had a 
beginning and end in itself, the world would be limited in respect to something 
else, and outside the world there would be something other, and space, things 
that are wholly lacking in truth. Since, therefore, it is impossible to enclose the 
world between a corporeal centrum and a circumference, it is impossible for our 
reason to have a full understanding of the world, as it implies the comprehension 
of God who is the center and the circumference of it.” (Koyré, 11) If one used the 
principles of learned ignorance, one would be able to understand the infinite 
cosmos. As such, the Renaissance beholder would be able to relate to the 
infinite and sometimes closed-off world depicted in the artwork. 
 
2.5	Conclusion	
 
How does a Renaissance painting communicate meaning? In the previous 
sections I have explained how the rules of composition and perspective assert a 
transformative power on the beholder of the work of art, and as such contribute 
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to the way the beholder understood the artwork. An artwork could connect with 
the beholder through the gestures and gaze of figures. Furthermore, an artwork 
would draw the attention of the beholder to a vanishing point at which figures and 
objects with a religious significance gained a specific place. In other instances, 
there are objects or spaces with a symbolic meaning, such as the golden 
background, which required a theological vision of the beholder.  
 
The reciprocity between the beholder and the artwork goes together with a 
reciprocity between the three different fields in the composition of the 
Renaissance painting: the figures, the background, and ground. Sometimes the 
gestures of the figures take the beholder’s eyes to another part of the painting. 
For instance, the fingers of Christ may point towards heaven; the fingers of St. 
Jacob may point to a background scene of Christ in Gethsemane. Moreover, the 
perspective that is added to the ground and background of a painting take the 
beholder’s eye to another part of the painting that is given extra attention, such 
as the enclosed door or garden in the Annunciation paintings of Piermatteo 
d’Amelia and Piero della Francesca. Not only the figures, but also the 
perspective in the ground and background of the painting functioned as bridge 
between a natural and transcendental realm.  
 
It has become clear that the Renaissance artist did not primarily aim to 
make a representation of nature. He did not begin his painting with a 
mathematical projection of space, and did not subsequently order figures and 
objects according to the rules of perspective. The Renaissance artist individually 
invented his story, and positioned figures and objects on canvas according to the 
storyline, for which he found inspiration from other poets and orators. The 
Renaissance image was not a secularized image, but, on the contrary, a 
thoroughly religious or symbolic one. The rules of composition and perspective to 
which the Renaissance artist complied, ensured that the Renaissance beholder, 
irrespective of the subject matter of the painting, related to it from a religious or 
symbolic point of view.  
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Conclusion 
 
In this thesis, I wanted to get a grip on ‘how’ a narrative is being told to a 
beholder of a Renaissance painting. I aimed to describe the condition in which a 
painting presents a story to a beholder.  
 
In chapter one, I elaborated on the character of the condition in which a 
painting presents a story to a beholder. The condition is the representation of 
pictorial space. The representation of pictorial space is, according to Gombrich, 
Levey, and Summers, naturalistic. They have explained ‘what’ it is. I have argued 
that it is problematic to attach the label ‘naturalism’ to Renaissance art. The 
Renaissance artist did not primarily intend to represent his natural environment. 
For instance, he did not use perspective primarily to create a naturalistic 
representation of space. He used it for a rhetorical and religious purpose. In 
Humanist treatises on art by Alberti and Da Vinci I tried to find a description of 
the characteristic of pictorial space that is not anachronistic. I demonstrated that 
rhetoric grounds their thought on pictorial space. Rhetoric was not only the 
foundation of the process of composition, aimed at the persuasion of the 
beholder, but was also the foundation of the art of memory by means of which 
the Renaissance artist assessed his perceptions of nature. The rhetoric of the 
Renaissance artist and humanist is thoroughly religious. He does not only want 
to persuade the beholder of something religious, but would also analyze his 
perceptions of nature through his religious inner vision.  
 
I concluded that the representation of a natural world in Renaissance art 
has to be interpreted as an allusion to a transcendental world. Foucault’s theory 
of the Renaissance episteme in Les mots et les choses (1966) helped me to 
validate the symbolic and religious thinking of the Renaissance man. I dubbed 
the term theological naturalism to identify the representation of space in 
Renaissance art. Theological naturalism does not imply that nature is theological, 
but entails that we need to use theology to interpret the naturalism of 
Renaissance art.  Instead of saying ‘what’ the style of Renaissance art is, I want 
to explain ‘how’ we should relate to the style of Renaissance art. Therefore, I 
asked the question, ‘How should the modern viewer relate to a painting that 
appears to be odd, but is still painted by someone whom Vasari regarded as 
“among the best painters then in Rome”? This painting by Antoniazzo da 
Romano of the Annunciation (see fig. 1) is odd, because of the golden 
background; because of God (as an old man) who appears from the upper left 
corner, releasing the Holy Spirit; and because of the miniature figures in between 
the winged Gabriel and the devotional Mary. A modern viewer of this painting 
could only relate to it when he or she adopts the theological vision of the 
Renaissance.  
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In chapter two I explained how the representation of pictorial space 
conditions the way in which a narrative is presented to the beholder of a painting, 
and thus conditions how the beholder understands the artwork. I elucidated the 
rules of composition and perspective and demonstrated their rhetorical and 
religious function. I explained that the Renaissance artwork is composed of three 
different spaces, one occupied by figures, a second by a background color, 
landscape or architectural structure, and a third by a ground on which figures 
stand. The reciprocity between these three spaces and between the beholder 
and the painting tells us ‘how’ a narrative is being told to the beholder of a 
painting.  
 
Different directional signs in the painting create the reciprocity between 
the three spaces and the reciprocity between the beholder and the image. 
Figures have specific gestures pointing towards other spaces in the painting 
where another scene of the narrative could take place. Furthermore, they use 
their gaze to draw the beholder’s attention (see fig. 15). The Renaissance 
artwork is particularly identifiable for its use of perspective, which also functions 
to draw the attention of the beholder. Perspective is not used to project a correct 
mathematical space, and does not function to order objects in space. Rather, the 
Renaissance artist added perspective to the background and ground of the 
Renaissance painting as an ornament. Perspective had a rhetorical and religious 
function, namely to transform the consciousness of the beholder into a religious 
consciousness. Perspective created a reciprocal relation between the beholder 
and the image, and between the three different spaces of the artwork. 
Perspective takes the eyes of the beholder to a figure or object with religious 
significance, often at a point of infinitude to indicate the special status of the 
divine (see fig. 23). In other cases, it takes the eyes of the beholder to a symbolic 
space in the background, like an enclosed garden, door, or wall to indicate the 
border between a transcendental and natural world (see fig. 25 and 26). The 
reciprocal relationships, in the composition of a Renaissance painting, function 
as a bridge between the natural and spiritual world.  
 
In this thesis I wanted to show that the modern viewer understands the 
artwork differently than the Renaissance viewer, because the modern viewer 
looks differently at the composition of a Renaissance painting. The modern 
viewer does not see the reciprocal relationship between the different spaces of 
the Renaissance painting. And as a result the modern viewer does not see the 
bridges between natural and spiritual world that are made in the composition, by 
for instance artificial perspective. Because the modern viewer cannot grasp the 
links with the spiritual world, he or she sees only a representation of a naturalistic 
world. As a result, figures, objects, or spaces with symbolical meaning become 
even more incomprehensible. For instance, when the modern viewer sees 
perspective, he or she thinks that perspective creates an illusion of reality. He or 
she believes that a checkerboard floor and perspectival construction in the 
background are the background and floor as they must have appeared to the 
Renaissance artist. But that is not true. The Renaissance artist was usually no 
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eye-witness to an event, but invented the scene according to many different rules 
(of composition, of disegno, of decorum, etc.) When the modern viewer does not 
understand the rhetorical and religious function of perspective, he or she can 
never understand the overall meaning of the Renaissance painting. For instance, 
the modern viewer will not recognized the significance of the enclosed door at 
the vanishing point in Piero della Francesca’s Annunciation (see fig. 26), 
because he or she is simply not concerned with the closed door. Perspective as 
a method to create mathematical space does not also take the eyes of the 
modern beholder towards the point of infinitude.  
 
As to conclude, I want to finish where I started. In the introduction I 
compared the Annunciation by Antoniazzo da Romano (see fig. 1) with an 
Annunciation by John William Waterhouse (see fig. 2). I wondered how two 
similar paintings – similar in terms of narrative, symbols, and a three-dimensional 
space – communicate their meaning differently. How do they communicate the 
textual meaning differently?   
 
First of all, Da Romano did not intend to paint naturalistically, whereas the 
Pre-Raphaelite Waterhouse did. For Da Romano painting had a religious 
function, while Waterhouse wanted to make a “faithful representation of all 
objects of historical interest, or of natural beauty existent at the period.” (Ruskin, 
15)19 The religious significance of Da Romano’s Annunciation becomes clear in 
how he represents figures in the space of the painting. He must have depicted 
the figures of Gabriel and Mary first, and added the ground and golden 
background later. This would also explain why the candelabrum is behind the 
right hand of Mary. Waterhouse must have followed the opposite compositional 
order and began with a naturalistic representation of the space in which the 
Annunciation scene took place. First he painted the space of the garden next to 
the building and afterwards positioned Mary and Gabriel in it. This might also 																																																								
19  John Ruskin explains the difference between the Pre-Raphaelites and the Renaissance 
painters most clearly in his book Pre-Raphaelitism (1851):  
“The faculties, which when a man finds in himself, he resolves to be a painter, are, I 
suppose, intenseness of observation and facility of imitation. The man is created an observer and 
an imitator; and his function is to convey knowledge to his fellow-men, of such things as cannot 
be taught otherwise than ocularly. For a long time this function remained a religious one: it was to 
impress upon the popular mind the reality of the objects of faith, and the truth of the histories of 
Scripture, by giving visible form to both. That function has now passed away, and none has as yet 
taken its place. The painter has no profession, no purpose. He is an idler on the earth, chasing 
the shadows of his own fancies. 
But he was never meant to be this. The sudden and universal Naturalism, or inclination to 
copy ordinary natural objects, which manifested itself among the painters of Europe, at the 
moment when the invention of printing superseded their legendary labours, was no false instinct. 
It was misunderstood and misapplied, but it came at the right time, and has maintained itself 
through all kinds of abuse; presenting in the recent schools of landscape, perhaps only the first 
fruits of its power. That instinct was urging every painter in Europe at the same moment to his 
true duty – the faithful representation of all objects of historical interest, or of natural beauty 
existent at the period; representations such as might at once aid the advance of the sciences, 
and keep faithful record of every monument of past ages which was likely to be swept away in the 
approaching eras of revolutionary change.” (Ruskin, 14-15) 
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explain the relative irrelevance of the figure of Gabriel, whose face we can hardly 
read and whose body is partly covered by plants.  
 
The figures in Da Romano’s Annunciation use, in an almost exaggerated 
manner, specific gestures to direct our attention. Gabriel points towards heaven, 
but looks downwards as if he just stepped down on the ground. Mary is 
concerned with the donors in between Her and Gabriel. The donor Cardinal Juan 
de Torquemada on the left spreads his hands and seems ready to receive the 
Word of God too. Da Romano did not adorn his painting with a perspective, but 
inserted a golden background after he finished the figures. The beholder would 
have to look at the complete image with a theological eye, in order to understand 
the golden wall as a wall between the natural world and the transcendental world 
of God, who reveals himself through an opening in the upper left.  
 
In Waterhouse’s painting we do see a perspectival construction that is 
used to project a correct mathematical space. The lines of perspective, as we 
can see them in the structure of the building and stone floor converge 
somewhere in the upper left of the painting. They do not take the eyes of the 
beholder to a specific point of religious or symbolic significance. There is no 
reciprocal relationship between the background, the figures, and the beholder, as 
there is in Da Romano’s painting. Waterhouse’s primary aim was to give a 
naturalistic representation of the historic or religious event. The beholder of his 
painting does not have to adopt a religious vision in order to understand it. There 
is nothing odd about the painting. One would merely have to know the 
Annunciation narrative, and one would consider the painting a realistic depiction 
of the event.  
 
It becomes clear that Waterhouse does not use the same rules of 
composition and perspective as Da Romano does. As a result the 
communication of the Annunciation narrative occurs in a different way. To relate 
to Waterhouse’s Annunciation we do not have to wear our theological glasses. 
The gestures of the figures are naturalistic expressions. They represent, for 
example, how we would naturally react to the sudden appearance of Gabriel. In 
contrast, the beholder of Da Romano’s painting has to adopt a theological vision, 
because the body postures and the background have a religious significance. If 
the modern viewer of Da Romano’s Annunciation would adopt a theological 
vision he or she would understand the artwork as a contemporary of Da Romano 
would have.  
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